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ABSTRACT
MELISSA LEVERT SMITH: Ecocriticism and the Renaissance: A Study in More and
Shakespeare
(Under the direction ofIvo Kamps)

This study draws on ideas from the emerging field of literary criticism known as
ecocriticism and extends its basic assumptions back to the Renaissance works of Thomas
More and William Shakespeare. The research therefore includes primary Renaissance
texts, current ecocritical works, and selections from the twentieth-century criticism from
which ecocriticism developed. I investigate in detail More’s Utopia and Shakespeare’s A
Midsummer Night’s Dream and King Lear. The study takes into account the disparity
between Renaissance attitudes towards the environment and current concerns about
pollution and scarcity of resources, but I suggest that the questions asked by ecocritical
scholars today, when applied to Renaissance texts, provide a fresh perspective from
which to analyze and understand Renaissance man’s perceptions of his environment. My
research further reveals that man’s perception of his natural environment inevitably
illuminates his perception of and attitude toward himself and his society, and it is the
inextricable links between man’s perception of himself, his society, and his natural world
that have guided my inquiry.
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Introduction
In Ecocriticism, Greg Garrard offers as “the widest definition of the subject of
ecocriticism ... the study ofthe relationship ofthe human and non-human, throughout
human cultural history”(5). Yet Garrard hails Rachel Carson’s 1962 publication Silent
Spring as a seminal text in the field, a book described recently by Ursula Heise as an
“influential indictment of pesticide overuse” that “skillfully uses tropes of the pastoral,
biblical apocalypse, nuclear fear ... and 1950’s anti-communism’ (512). Garrard further
notes that “ecocritics generally tie their cultural analyses explicitly to a green moral and
political agenda”(3) and maintain a “close relationship with the science of ecology (5).
By insisting on a contemporary understanding of environmental issues, this definition
limits the historical scope of Garrard’s study to the last few centuries; the term pollution,
for example,“until the seventeenth century denoted moral contamination of a person
(8). Similarly, Raymond Williams notes in his definition of ecology that this word
developed its sense as “a noun for a characteristic living place (i.e., habitat) only in the
eighteenth century, and that the related term “environment” dates from the nineteenth
century {Keywords 111). The Renaissance texts that I analyze admit neither a direct
relationship to the science of ecology, an understanding of the modem notion of
environmentalism, nor any awareness of the type of pollution that is the cause of our
modem environmental crisis. Therefore I will not be able to engage with these texts in
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the same way that Garrard analyzes Silent Spring, as a direct call for environmental
change.
Despite these implicit limitations, many ofthe questions that are put forth by
ecocriticism as well as the types ofrelationships that it investigates are open to a much
broader understanding. In the context of a current investigation of“cultural artifacts such
as theme parks, zoos and shopping malls” Garrard notes that one ofthe values of
ecocriticism is its ability to examine “the broad range of cultural processes and products
in which, and through which, the complex negotiations of nature and culture take place
(4). This question need not be limited to recent history, however; humans have struggled
to define their responsibilities toward and relationship with their natural environment
since the beginning of human civilization. In his book The Idea of Wilderness Max
Oelschlaeger follows the gradual rethinking of man’s relationship to his environment as
he attempts to justify his increasing domination over it. Richard Kerridge s definition of
ecocriticism, although it employs a current ecocritical vocabulary, also opens the door to
earlier investigation. Kerridge says that “the ecocritic wants to track environmental ideas
and representations wherever they appear, to see more clearly a debate which seems to
take place, often part-concealed, in a great many cultural spaces (qtd in Garrard 4). It is
this debate over the representation of the environment that most directly interests me in
my analysis, as well as the normative claims that are implied by these representations.
Contemporary critic David Mazel emphasizes that “the environment is itself
myth, a ‘grand fable,’ a complex fiction, a widely shared, occasionally contested, and
literally ubiquitous narrative”(qtd in Heise 510-511); he thereby ‘expos[es] the concept
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of the environment itself as a cultural construct”(Heise 510). In her analysis of Mazel’s
position, Heise notes:
Most ecocritics have been reluctant to go as far as Mazel in reducing nature to a
discursive reality, but he illustrates one extreme of the theoretical spectrum: while
literary Darwinists subordinate cultural phenomena to scientific explanation,
ecopostructuralists subordinate material reality and its scientific explanation to
cultural analysis.(511)
I suggest, however, that even the “scientific explanation” of our natural environment
inevitably engages with and contributes to the cultural construction of nature. The facts
revealed by scientific studies, for example, have clearly contributed to the
misrepresentation in literature of environmental crisis: Heise cites Carson s Silent Spring
in order to demonstrate that “many instances of‘toxic discourse’ ... that at first sight look
realistic rely in fact on tropes and genres with long traditions in American literary
history”(512). Conversely, it is probable that the public reaction to Carson s novel
influenced the direction of scientific inquiry toward the environment. Any scientific
study, then, at least in the types of questions that it asks and the motivations that impel its
inquiry, may be understood as a part of the cultural construction of nature in a given
historical moment.
This insight becomes even more striking when we look back across history at the
ways in which science reflects and informs cultural values. In his book Man and the
Natural World Keith Thomas observes that in the early modem period scientific studies
of nature were often used as justification for social practices. I do not presume to
distinguish whether scientists categorized animals “according to the degree of their
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relationship to man”(Thomas 53) because ofthe Christian assumption of man’s
ascendancy or whether such scientific classification enforced this assumption; it seems
obvious, however, that these are mutually supportive understandings and that each
conception influenced and upheld the other. Thomas attempts to illustrate that the natural
world “provided the most readily-available point of reference for the continuous process
of human self-definition”(40). Man’s perception of nature inevitably reflects his
understanding of himself and his place in the world, and specific imderstandings of nature
can directly influence man’s social relations. “Some anthropologists,’ for example,
“believe that it was the management of herds of domestic animals which first gave rise to
an interventionist and manipulative conception of political life”(Thomas 46). Thomas
cites as a more concrete example the popular analogy between the training of youth and
the breaking of horses, asserting that “it was no accident that the emergence in the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries of more humane methods of horse-breaking would
coincide with a reaction against the use of corporal punishment in education (45).
Describing the social uses to which people put scientific observations of the natural world
makes it clear that the “real” in nature is inevitably and unconsciously interpreted in such
a way that it both observes and shapes the cultural values - social, political, religious, and
economic - of its time.
That there is a real nature to be apprehended is incontestable, as is the fact that
even early scientific inquiries have at least a tenuous basis in this physical reality. My
suggestion is simply that nature is always also a human construct through which we
artificially impose and represent particular value systems. It follows that the ways in
which nature is constructed will illuminate not only the way man thinks about nature but
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the ways in which he views himself as well. It is with this object in mind that I approach
familiar texts from the Renaissance literary canon,in hopes that this approach may
provide a different angle from which to interpret the various representations of nature in
the Renaissance. I propose that in More’s and Shakespeare’s texts these representations,
as well as the conceptualizations of the term “nature” itself, have much to say about the
cultures that created or employed each construction. Precisely because these authors are
not constrained to accurately represent an environmental crisis of their physical world, as
are twenty-first century ecocritical writers with a ‘green’ agenda, they are able to engage
with nature as a concept in a much freer sense. Raymond Williams cites Shakespeare s
King Lear as containing
a range of meanings: from nature as the primitive condition before human society,
through the sense of an original innocence from which there has been a fall and a
curse,requiring redemption; through the special sense of a quality of birth, as in
the rootword; through again a sense of the forms and moulds of nature which can
yet, paradoxically, be destroyed by the natural force of thunder; to that simple and
persistent form of the goddess. Nature herself {Keywords 222)
All of these uses of the term are still current, but I suggest that Shakespeare s engagement
with the idea of nature in so many varied senses would be less likely to occur in a
contemporary ecocritical text in which the focus is necessarily an impending
environmental crisis. Shakespeare and More, unrestricted by a set political agenda, can
shape the idea of“nature” itself and can explore in their works the effectiveness of and
motivations for varying representations of nature in the cultures in which they lived.

5

In Sir Thomas More’s Utopia I explore the reciprocal relationship between the
way a community perceives and interacts with its physical environment and the way in
which it perceives itself. I note that More,in order to create an ideal society, must
control both the use ofthe land and the available representations of it. In this case. More
must manipulate the land with meticulous attention in order to ensure that his citizens
have available to them the types of physical resources that will discourage expression of
certain base human instincts in order to foster the notion that each member of this society
is inherently good. At the same time that More provides for this manipulation of the
land, however, he carefully fosters the misconception that the land “naturally (read:
innately) provides these resources due to the positive (natural, good)relationship that the
people have with their physical environment. My essential line ofinquiry investigates
the intricately constructed relationships between the physical means of production, the
perception of this physical means, the disparity between the two, and the effect that this
relationship and representation have on a community’s self-perception and selfdefinition. I engage with Louis Althusser’s theory ofthe interpellated subject as well

as

his understanding of the contingent relationship between base and superstructure, and
how these ideas play out in Utopia. Critically, I discover that More treats humans as
necessary “natural resources” in his productive system, and deftly and remorselessly
manipulates these human subjects for the good of the whole. I then briefly consider the
significance of a staunch sixteenth-century English Catholic ruthlessly manipulating a
population’s belief system in order to create a purportedly perfect society. Although I do
not suggest that this work was meant to be followed in every detail, the careful thought

6

that went into its construction inevitably reflects upon the values ofits author and, by
extension, those of the culture in which he lived.
Progressing forward chronologically, I next consider William Shakespeare’s
comedy A Midsummer Night s Dream. This text necessitates a different type of
understanding; because it was explicitly written as a fiction and as a comedy I do not
draw from it the same types of conclusions as I do from More’s Utopia, written with at
least some sincere intent to provide a model for future societies. Nevertheless, the ways
in which nature is employed in the play inevitably illuminate cultural understandings of it
both as a physical place and as a conceptual space apart from and possibly in opposition
to human society. I suggest that the fairies are placed in the woods as an indicator ofthe
“wildness” of this natural space, but that this wildness is a human construction that serves
to conceptually separate the young lovers’ irrational impulses from the rational society in
which they live. Shakespeare indicates in two ways that this perception ofthe woods is
merely a social convention: he admits comments from the characters that clearly denote
that these woods are a highly domesticated space, and he then allows the fairies to follow
the lovers back into human society when they emerge from the woods. Theseus also
employs nature as a figurative space apart from his society, creating an artificial binary
between society and nature and relegating to “nature” the irrational impulses that do not
fit in with an ordered human society. Shakespeare provides ample evidence that this is
merely a construction, and it is worth noting both that other characters in the play are
aware of the artificial nature of this binary and that Theseus himself appears to accept it
as true.
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In King Lear I examine the social and political power that a ruler must have in
order to enforce a given understanding of nature. Lear, like Theseus, believes in the
particular construction of nature that justifies his rule, but Lear loses the power to enforce
this construction. This gives Shakespeare the opportunity to demonstrate unequivocally
that Lear’s understanding of nature is in fact a social construction; as soon as Lear
relinquishes the political power he has over people that has compelled them to behave
according to his conception of nature they begin to act according to their own beliefs
rather than Lear’s. The resultant chaos in English society also provides occasion for an
examination of the need for a coherent construction of nature. Although it is not a true
representation, and even in spite ofthe fact that many members of the society understand
that it is not true the construction, when enforced, lends a crucial stability to English
society. Perhaps because this charade is so important, Shakespeare uses Lear to examine
not only the construction itself but also various methods of understanding and enforcing
it. Ultimately, Edgar promises to most successfully control and employ the
representation of nature precisely because he does not believe in it. I find in Edgar a
compellingly Machiavellian ruler, and suggest that Edgar’s understanding of nature,
unlike Lear’s or Edmund’s, is precisely a political understanding. He sees that both
human nature and the natural world are open not only to interpretation but even to re
creation and is able to forge a malleable construction designed solely to fit his changing
needs.
This project was conceived as a brief exploration of the possible directions in
which ecocriticism might lead and the types of insight it may provide when applied to
Renaissance texts. Although ecocriticism traditionally engages with cuirent
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environmental issues such as depletion ofresources and the toxic contamination of our
natural world, the questions it poses have the potential to illuminate our understanding of
cultural constructions literally throughout human history. The way in which we perceive
our natural world is intricately linked to the way in which we perceive ourselves both as
individuals and as a society, and it is for that reason that the ever-shifting understandings
of and constructions of nature promise to provide new insight into so many aspects of our
lives. Raymond Williams introduces his study on the word nature by noting that it is
“perhaps the most complex word in the language” {Keywords 219). When we consider
the cultural values that the term nature both informs and represents, this impressive claim
suddenly moves away from the realm of mere hyperbole and begins to take on the weight
of truth. From the “natural rights” we understand in political discourse to the moral
qualms that plague our unchallenged domination of the “natural” world in which we live
to the age-old philosophical debate on “human nature,” we are irrevocably bound to an
understanding of ourselves in relation to the world in which we live.

9

-1“Kneel Down,Move Your Lips in Prayer, and You Will Believe”
-Blaise Pascal
In a brief essay entitled “Nature,” Raymond Williams notes that nature may be
“contrasted with what [has] been made of man, or what man [has] made of himself. A
‘state of nature’[can] be contrasted ... with an existing state of society {Keywords 223).
In his Utopia Thomas More, rather than contrasting the state of nature with the state of
his society, carefully constructs a society that will appear to its own members to follow
the “natural” way of things. The tension that arises from this type of project is
immediately apparent, for readers of More’s work easily perceive that the Utopians only
think their society natural due to a series of meticulously monitored controls that are in
place to inform and precipitate precisely this (mis)understanding. In other words what
More has made of man, rather than a creature who may knowingly contrast himself with
nature, is one suffering from the delusion that he lives his life according to nature s laws.
The idea that man’s actions spring so naturally and effortlessly from his
environment, this perfect accord, almost inevitably calls to mind that one true, perfect
harmony between man and nature that occurred in the Garden of Eden. I suggest that this
connection is intentional and that in this work More not only alludes to a timeless past but
illuminates a possible path to a redeemed future. In this sense, then. More’s work falls
into Greg Garrard’s recent designation of“utopian” texts as those that “look forward to a

10

redeemed future”(37). This definition is found in an introduction to ecocriticism, and the
reader discovers that Garrard’s idea of a redeemed future is intricately bound up with the
necessity of a more perfect relationship between man and his environment. More’s work,
as I have pointed out, also takes as a key tenet man’s relationship to his natural
environment; but I suggest that the focus of More’s work is subtly but sigmficantly
distinct from Garrard’s suggestion of an ongoing search for the single perfect relationship
between man and his environment. For although the Utopians believe that they have
found this one perfect accord, I will demonstrate that it is the belief in this relationship,
and not the relationship itself, that makes More’s perfect society possible.
That More’s Utopia is not about a rediscovered Eden is abundantly clear in the
allotment of and attention to labor in the text. The question of whether his work
represents a re-created Eden, however, leaves room for discussion. That the very term
Utopia has come to mean a perfect society implicitly suggests that More intended his
Utopia as a model society toward which he hoped his fellow Englishmen would strive.
But because at its best this society will be populated by mortal, fallen men who have not
yet received God’s saving grace. More faces the challenge of how to create a redeemed
future for unredeemed souls. More’s answer is a society that in its clearest and simplest
expression brings forth into the world human beings who are taught to believe that they
are good. The contrast with contemporary English society is striking. In England men
believed that they were hopelessly depraved but nonetheless succumbed time and again
to temptation. In Utopia men believe not only that they are good but that it is natural for
them to be good, and this belief allows them to engage in pleasures freely and without
guilt or fear by ensuring that they will be able to distinguish instantly and effortlessly

11

between good and natural pleasures and those corrupt and debasing pleasures that
threaten the souls of More’s countrymen.
Next, of course, we must establish how More’s Utopian system generates people
who believe that they are naturally good. One direct and effective way that More
employs to influence how the Utopians perceive themselves is the systematic
manipulation of their physical environment. Even a brief survey of the layout of Utopian
communities provides simple and compelling examples of the potential effectiveness of
this strategy. Not only do Utopian cities fail to provide such temptations
repute, but even family homes feature sliding doors so that there are

as houses of ill

no chances for

corruption; no hiding places”(61,47). The oppressive nature of this system of constant
surveillance is evident, but so too is the possibility that a society in which a citizen cannot
engage in wrongdoing is more able to effectively perpetuate the illusion that the citizens
desire to do no wrong. And the idea that the citizens choose not to engage in these
activities because they are antithetical to the citizens’ nature is an essential condition to
the success of this society. The system must generate members who have internalized the
fundamental values of this society to the extent that, in their interactions with their
environment, they believe that the conditioned responses that allow them to instantly
distinguish between good and bad are not conditioned but are instead a free exercise of a
clear moral understanding.
This concept of a natural distinction between good and bad is perpetuated

on one

level tlirough the physical organization of Utopian communities, but the only way that
these cities and communities flourish is through a specific relationship with the land. At
root. the way that the Utopian society provides for the basic physical needs of its
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members must support the belief that the Utopians live according to the laws of nature.
(Or, in Marxist terms, the base must support and contribute to the illusions of the
superstructure.) For example, in order to combat the expression of negative human
instincts such as greed. More must ensure both that the land provides an abundance for all
the members of his society and that these people perceive this abundance as a natural
result of their relationship to their land. Additionally, one critical feature of the Christian
conception of an Edenic past is the garden’s abundant provision for its human
inhabitants, so the presence of a physical abundance offood and resources provides
compelling evidence that the Utopians have truly rediscovered humans’ appropriate
relationship to their natural environment. It is worth noting, however, that in order to
make the most efficient and productive use of their natural resources the Utopians “do all
the things that farmers usually do to improve poor soil by hard work and technical
knowledge, but in addition they may even transplant a forest from one district to another
(77). So the illusion of a harmonious accord with nature, although supported by the
abundant production, is undercut by the extensive human intervention necessary to ensure
this result. The Utopians’ own manipulation of their physical resources, then, ironically
feeds their perception that their lives are supported by a natural relationship to the land
that nourishes them.
The Utopians’ beliefs that their relationship with the land naturally provides for
them and that they naturally want to do good things are both critical to More’s plan for a
redeemed society of unredeemed souls. To ensure proper functioning of this society,
however. More is obliged to connect in the minds of his citizens the physical demands of
maintaining the productivity of the land and the moral values by which they judge their
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actions, such that “they define virtue as living according to nature”(69) when nature, I
have suggested, is a highly constructed term. The result is that those things that increase
productivity are labeled both good and natural, which become synonymous in the text.
This appellation, while it simplifies the Utopians’ basis for moral judgments, complicates
the assumption that the Utopia presents a Judeo-Christian redeemed future because it
implies that there is no ultimate right or wrong, but that the most right things are those
that perpetuate an existing and effective social order.
More’s model of a redeemed future then, like Garrard’s, takes humans
relationship with nature as one of its defining features. But unlike the Judeo-Christian
model suggested by Garrard, More’s citizens’ accord with nature is produced artificially
and does not leads to the understanding of a single right way but merely allows for the
enforcement of a single way, a society in which productivity is good, right, and moral,
and deviance the main punishable offense. The redeemed future that More offers is

one

based on a tight control both of peoples’ actions and of their imaginations. By
monitoring how people act he ensures that wrongdoing is nearly eliminated; and the way
he structures his society encourages his citizens to think not that they are prevented from
doing wrong but that they choose to live the way that they do. The fact that there are
deviants in this society, and that deviance itself proves to be the primary crime, indicate
that the truest judge of right or wrong is conformity or nonconformity and not some
timeless moral truth or natural way. But More carefully and successfully manipulates
both land and citizens in just such a way as to assure that the machinations are carefully
concealed and perpetuate the illusion that this system is, in the end, the most right and
most natural way for this “flourishing commonwealth” to function (77).
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Having now established the conditions necessary for this imaginary society to
flourish, I would like to make a more detailed examination ofthe ways in which More
establishes and maintains his Utopia, as well as the clear indications in the text that the
official doctrine of Utopian society fails to account for all of its happenings. Keeping in
mind that More’s perfect society is one of mortal men, we may safely assume that even if
all of its citizens are able to act good rather than wicked, they are not rid of the basic
human characteristics that threaten the order and prosperity ofthis Utopian society.
Primary among these destructive impulses are greed and pride, as the expression of either
one instantly undercuts the desired image of man as inherently good and thus interferes
with the proper functioning of the society. In order to combat not these impulses
themselves but their expression in Utopia, More ensures that the physical structure that
supports his society encourages neither greed nor pride. If the land and the means of
distribution provide freely to each individual all the things of which he is needful he is
less inclined to feel greed for things that he desires but does not have; and if the
distribution of goods also ensures that each individual receives an equal store of similar
goods then there is no occasion for pride in the possession of things that others lack.
Thus far the argument seems self-evident. What makes More s society work,
however, is not merely that people do not act greedy but that they interpret feelings of
greed in themselves as unnatural. The abundance of the land ensures that no one lacks a
thing of which he has need for his continued survival or happiness, and this makes the
Utopians willing to subscribe to the notion that they are not a greedy people; and if the
Utopians are inherently not greedy then it rationally and “naturally” follows that they
would take no pleasure in many of the base entertainments of More’s day. The appeal ol
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gambling, for example, is the possibility ofincreasing one’s own material possessions. I
will return later to the abolishment of private property in Utopia, but for now let us say
that the Utopians believe that they are not interested in gambling because they believe
that only greedy people would derive pleasure from such a game(73). And ifthe citizens
truly believe this about themselves they will not see that they are not allowed to gamble
but instead will believe that it is a free choice made by each individual. By creating a
society in which each man naturally and unthinkingly recognizes within himself a belief
in the values that support the perpetuation of the system which has produced him. More
creates what Louis Althusser later refers to as “interpellated subjects”(170). In
Althusser’s words.
Ideology is itself forced to recognize that every ‘subject’ endowed with a
‘consciousness’ and believing in the ‘ideas’ that his ‘consciousness’ inspires in him
and freely accepts, must 'act according to his ideas,’ must therefore inscribe his own
ideas as a free subject in the actions of his material practice.(167-68)
To create a functional system, in other words. More must develop a society the structure
of which ensures that everyone believes the same thing and, even more importantly, that
each subject believes that he has freely decided to believe this thing. More must present
his citizens with a truth that they “cannotfail to recognize'' and “before which [they]
have the inevitable reaction of crying out... ‘That’s obvious! That’s right! That s
true!

(Althusser 172). That this project has succeeded in Utopia is demonstrated by the

long history and continued success of the society, as well as Hythloday’s assertions
throughout the text emphasizing (perhaps overmuch)the freedoms that the Utopians
believe they have. He says of their dining practices that “while it is not forbidden to eat
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at home, no man does it willingly”(58); in describing tlie public officials he insists that
these men “never extort respect fi-om the people against their will, the people respect
them spontaneously, as they should”(84); and no man is compelled to specific religious
beliefs because the Utopians “are persuaded that no man can choose to believe by a mere
act of will”(98), implying that each man is expected and compelled only to act according
to the demands of his own conscience.
More’s manner of dealing with and eliminating the expression of pride is also
inextricably bound up with the physical means of production on his island. Just as More
had to ensure a plentiful supply of food in order to reduce the expression of greed, he
begins his campaign against pride by setting his workers “to producing just those
commodities that nature really requires”(53), and nothing either excessive

or

extravagant. The farmers produce food, the carpenters houses, and the wool-workers
cloth, but no one produces anything of exemplary quality. The wool-workers do not
produce some garments of finer texture (54), and the carpenters create houses with
structural integrity rather than architectural artistry. As a result all things are the same,
and if one man cannot possess a thing that another man does not have equal access to,
there is no reason to be prideful. The tme measure of this, of course, is the absolute
abolition of private property. Because there are no material things in which to take pride
(even the houses are exchanged every ten years), the Utopians are much more likely to
believe the mantra that they are naturally good and are therefore by nature disinclined to
experience pride. Again the distribution of physical goods directly effects the formation
of values, which in turn allows the Utopians to believe instantly and intuitively that they
would not, for example, get any “true or natural pleasure ... from someone’s bent knee or
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bared head”(72); presumably the pleasure of this experience is a result of pride. And
because the Utopians believe that they receive no “natural” pleasure from this experience,
if they did find pleasure in it they would probably reject it as unnatural and voluntarily
withdraw from it; they believe that “the enjoyment” in base and unnatural pleasures
“doesn’t arise from the experience itself, but from the perverse mind ofthe individual”
(73-74).
The existence and success of this system might have seemed incredible to More’s
English readers from a variety of angles, but More addresses this on a level that makes
sense to the common Englisliman: not ideologies or belief systems but the physical
means of production. More clearly grasped Althusser’s suggestion that the subject s
“ideas are ... governed by material rituals which are themselves defined by the material
ideological apparatus from which derive the ideas of that subject”(169, emphasis
added), and although in this passage Althusser means to draw attention to the material
nature of the subjects’ ideas themselves I would instead like to highlight the absolute
necessity of a material base(or means of production) that supports the ideas of the
superstructure. More does not directly engage with the possibility of religious freedom in
England, nor with the implementation of public dining houses or the elimination of
houses of ill repute. What he does directly and emphatically address is his countrymen s
use of the land. Before the Englishmen can hope to achieve their own Utopia they must
first alter their relationship with the land, because “it is changes in a society’s material
‘content,’ its mode of production, which determines the ‘forms’ of its superstructure
{Marxism 22). Not only is this the necessary first step, but it is also the point on which
the Englishmen are most likely to be swayed. In an England in which “the shadow of the
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possibility of famine blackened everybody’s life”(Fussell 25)a land with no shortages
inevitably commands readers’ attention and interest and More,of course, suggests a
means to this end.
In Book I of the Utopia Hythloday says that one reason for shortage in England is that
the English people fail to use the land in a way that ensures the greatest output of
necessary goods. In England,“the best of the lands ofa parish or township ...[were]
frequently laid down to grass”(Kerridge 119), which seems a criminal waste in light of
the scarcity of grain, yet the English at this time also enjoyed broad stretches ofland that
“were uninhabited, or practically so”(Kerridge 120). Some land was going to waste and
the best land for growing food was put to grass; essentially. More suggests that the root
of scarcity is that the people did not use their land properly and that, had they used their
land in a different way, then scarcity could have been eliminated. More attempts to
present his citizens’ use of their land as the right and natural way, but more important is
the assertion that there is a way, even if not “the right way,” to cause England’s pastures
to produce enough food. In fact we find support for More’s assessment of the problem (if
not for the moral judgments he adds) in some of the laws ofthe day, such as an act passed
in 1489 “agaynst pullyng doun of Tounes” that essentially provided that small farmers
must maintain houses and buildings necessary for tillage(Leadam 6). This act was
renewed in 1514 and again in 1515 in part because “the prevalent scarcity of grain and
victuals” was attributed to “the ingrossing offarms and to the conversion of arable to
pasture”(Leadam 7). This representation of the physical missteps of English farmers and
landowners in relation to their land as a cause for scarcity and hardship lends credence to
More’s assertion that his Utopians must have found the most natural and productive
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relationship with the land on which they live, but perhaps more importantly convinces the
English to consider this system as a plausible alternative to their own.
I have suggested that More’s English readers do not have to truly believe that the
Utopians’ land produces an abundance because its citizens have found the one right
relationship to their land but must simply acknowledge that a land much like theirs is
capable of producing an abundance for all its citizens in order to respond positively to the
text. In saying this, I do not wish to de-emphasize the necessity ofthe Utopians’ own
belief that their land provides as well as it does because they have found the single best
and most natural relationship to it. The first indication to the Utopians that they are using
the land as it was intended may be, simply, the fact that it works so well and has done so
for such a long time. That the Utopians do successfully produce an abundance is not in
doubt. In Utopia there is always on hand

full two-years’ store [of food], because next

year’s crop is always uncertain”(61). The shortages that exist here are merely topical;
the rulers regularly “survey the island to find out where there are shortages and surpluses,
and promptly satisfy one district’s shortage with another’s surplus”(61). But More also
takes care to ensure that this productivity cannot be attributed to the land itself but instead
depends directly on his citizens’ relationship to their land. He makes special note that
“their soil is not very fertile, nor their climate ofthe best”(77). This gives Utopia’s
citizens the credit for the island’s unusual productiveness rather than attributing the
productivity to the land itself, a designation that encourages their belief that they have
found the best and most natural way to use the land. They must believe this because the
premise of More’s social system is that it is natural for them to act the way that they do,
and so they must believe that this system is naturally supported by their proper
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relationship to a bountiful earth. Again, this is not a rediscovered Eden; the Utopians
must and do labor in order to produce their bounty. What More has made is a state of
grace for fallen souls in which, although they labor, they do not suffer from guilt or doubt
but only from a vast constructed illusion of natural goodness. And because ofthe
intensely interdependent relationship between the productivity ofthe land and the
perpetuation of the ideology. More must represent as both natural and good things that
increase or maintain production and as unnatural or deviant those things that threaten the
current social system.
Despite the success of More’s Utopian society, however, it is impossible to read his
work and not see the many ways in which his portrayal falls short of accounting for all of
the details that he must include in the text. For example, from the previous quotation
about soil which I have used to suggest that the Utopians maintain the most natural
possible relationship with their land. More immediately continues by explaining that the
Utopians “protect themselves against the weather by temperate living, and improve their
soil by industry, so that nowhere do grain and cattle flourish more plentifully, nowhere
are men more vigorous or liable to few diseases”(77). Complemented by the final image
of a flourishing nature and vigorous health among men,this image seems almost to offer
more support for the idea that the land is being used as it was intended, but More in the
same breathe must admit elements of manipulation: the Utopians, he says,“improve their
soil by industry.” While this may seem a small point, it is critical in understanding the
types of things that go unsaid and unnoted in this society. The bounty and the goodness
are celebrated and the freedom is oftentimes remarked; but things that undercut the
prevalent doctrine are glossed over and go largely unacknowledged. Further, there are
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other more prominent examples ofthe ways in which the Utopians manipulate the land.
The island itself was created when King Utopus forced the peninsula’s original
inhabitants to “cut a channel fifteen miles wide where their land joined the continent, and
thus caused the sea to flow around the country”(43). For ease oftransporting goods, in
fact, the Utopians “may even transplant forests fi'om one district to another”(77). Yet
here again, the very manipulations that allow the island to be most productive are
overlooked in favor of the abundant production itself
One example of the tension between the official doctrine ofthis society and the
real necessities of maintaining the physical means for its continuation lies in the methods
that More must employ to ensure the propagation ofthe labor force. A superficial
instance of this tension may be discovered in Hythloday’s flippant assertion that the son
“ordinarily ... is trained to his father’s craft, for which most feel a natural inclination
(50). In fact the inclination to rebel against one’s parents is as least as common as the
tendency to follow in their footsteps, but this is effectively ignored. Hythloday insists
here as in so many other cases on the Utopians’ freedom by reminding us that “if anyone
is attracted to another occupation” nothing stands in his way; he will be seamlessly
“transferred by adoption into a family practicing the trade he prefers”(50). We perceive,
however,“the steady constriction of an initially limitless freedom”(Greenblatt 40)that
always closely follows these assertions. Presumably the assumption that children
naturally want to learn their fathers’ trade benefits More’s structured society by
encouraging the exact reproduction of the labor force; if every new generation were
allowed to choose without constraint even among the minimal five or so occupations that
are available to them it is less likely that they would produce the needed proportions of
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each type of worker. This statement essentially impels the children to follow the
profession of their parents by making them believe that it is the most natural thing and
suggesting that that they will “naturally” desire to do it. Again the Utopians must believe
that they are making a free choice, but as in the case oftaking meals at home,a practice
that is not forbidden but in which no one engages, the alternative option is made
distinctly less appealing. Not only will the children be made to feel that they are
expressing an “unnatural” impulse in choosing a different craft, but the relocation to a
new home, although Hythloday speaks of it carelessly, might also be a significant
deterrent to children who would like to learn a new profession but who are not eager to
abandon their homes and families. Another benefit ofthe son being schooled in the
father’s occupation is that it encourages a sense of sameness and discourages deviance.
The comparison is by no means perfect, but we know that More’s own career reflects the
growing mobility of the English middle class; a lawyer’s son became the Lord Chancellor
of England. The contention that the son will most likely and most naturally do as his
father does prevents a misplaced and destructive ambition on the part of parents to desire
a better life or more advanced career for their children (the underlying assumption, of
course, is that each man lives his life in a naturally good way and no better life could be
achieved, at any rate). Because the perpetuation of this belief might allow for the
smoother reproduction of a successful and efficient labor force, the reality of a natural
rebelliousness is simply suppressed.
The previous example touches on two critical aspects related to reproducing the
labor force. The people must, first, have children so that there will be more workers and,
second, these children must be brought up and educated in such a way as to ensure that
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they will become successful and effective members ofthe labor force. Althusser
examines both of these points in his essay “Ideology and the State.” First he suggests
that the necessity of the reproduction of the labor force is almost self-evident, saying,
“every child knows that a social formation which did not reproduce the conditions of
production at the same time as it produced would not last a year”(127). But in addition
to reproducing the physical means of production, even if we take this to include human
labor, there is another task that must be accomplished: Althusser asserts “that the
reproduction of labour power requires not only a reproduction of its skills, but also, at the
same time, a reproduction of its submission to the rules of the established order (132); in
other words, the state must produce workers who “are always already subjects (172).
The most basic challenge that More faces in establishing successfully
interpellated workers is inculcating in each the belief that he wants to work and that there
could be no other possible decision for each man to make every morning than to wake up
and contribute to the betterment of his society as a whole. The fact that no man has a
truly natural inclination to work is tacitly acknowledged when Hythloday tells us that a
large part of the syphogrants’ job is to watch and make sure that “no one sits around in
idleness”(51). If men were by nature truly inclined to work this type of surveillance
would be unnecessary; as would the practice, mentioned in a gloss by Peter Giles, of
ex polling “the idle” from society(51). However, the constant surveillance of the
syphogrants is of course downplayed while the emphasis is placed on the ample benefits
of the system: Utopian citizens “devote only six [of the day’s twenty-four hours] to
work”(More 51), in contrast to the “twelve hours hard work” put in by the average
English laborer (Fussell xi). Here again I would like to point out that conformity is the
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key to the success of this system. The single most essential aspect of More’s community
of laborers is not who produces what or exactly how many hours each man labors but that
everyone works. Note that in the comparison with English society we were compelled to
make a class-specific designation: English laborers spend long hard days in the field. In
Utopia there is no such distinction, as almost every citizen is gainfully employed. Ofthe
78,000 or so citizens in each Utopian city “barely five hundred ofthose men and women
whose age and strength make them fit for work are exempted from it”(55, 53). This
topic is another about which More makes direct comparison with English society; as I
pointed out before, the only way Englishmen might achieve their own Utopian society is
by first implementing the means of production (including the best use of the society s
“human material”(More 42)) that would make this kind of a system possible. And
because the establishment of the means of production is such a critical step. More not
only contrasts his Utopian citizens with the English gentries’ “great train of idle servants,
who have never learned any trade by which they could make a living”(17), but suggests
how to counter the common English assumption that idle men of high rank have a
bolder and nobler spirit than workmen and farmers have”(More 17). Seventeen-hundred
and sixty years ago when King Utopus conquered the island, we are told, he “put not only
the natives to work at [the] task [of digging the canal], but all his own soldiers too, so that
the vanquished would not think the labor a disgrace”(43). Since that time the positive
portrayal of work has been increased and reinforced and Utopia today is a place where
hard work of even the meanest sort is “commended as specially useful to the
commonwealth”(51).
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Because it is so critical in Utopia that all the members of society do work, More
takes care not only to ensure that the healthy Utopians work but also that his citizens
internalize beliefs such that those who are unfit for work (the sick or the disabled) do not
become long-standing parasites in this society in which production is so fundamental.
This is another point at which we can clearly see the interdependent nature ofthe material
and ideological aspects of this society. More’s control for the aging end ofthe labor
force is a carefully fostered positive attitude toward death. In Hythloday’s narration
death is presented repeatedly as a positive change; the Utopians are “convinced that
man’s bliss after death will be enormous and eternal”(99). This encourages a more
productive labor force in at least two ways. First, when Utopian citizens conceive of a
loved one’s death as “joyful”(99)they are far more likely to continue contributing
productively to of society than if they thought of it as a grievous event, because in this
way they will neither be sunk in despair at the loss nor will they contemplate with horror
the specter of their own mortality. Second and perhaps more to the point, the conception
of death as an unmixed blessing creates a far greater willingness ofthe old and disabled
to end their own lives; for, although the Utopian priests and officials “never force this
step on a man against his will,” the sick and elderly are often “persuaded by ...
arguments either [to] starve themselves to death or [to] take a drug which frees them from
life without any sensation of dying”(81). The presentation of suicide as a shameful act,
the perpetrator of which will have his body thrown “unburied and disgraced, into the
nearest bog”(81) also assures productivity; in this way the officials may encourage old or
unproductive workers to dispose of themselves for the greater good while ensuring that
no active and able-bodied man will throw away his productive potential.
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So in order to ensure the continued effectiveness ofthe means of production the
Church puts forth doctrines that encourage the citizens to internalize “natural” responses
to such personal processes as grieving and even dying. Althusser calls the Church one of
the most influential Ideological State Apparatuses(ISA’s)(143), along with the family,
which we have already seen fulfilling its function in the labor force both by producing
children and preparing them to be successfully assimilated into the social system. This
designation of the Church as a state apparatus, as well as its clear function in supporting
the means of production in More’s Utopia, walks a narrow line that borders on religious
profanity in its evident manipulation ofthe citizens’ attitudes even toward death. This
seems an odd tack to take for the staunchly religious More, whose ideal society
purportedly represents the closest man can come to a sinless nature. I would like to note,
however, that all Christian religions encourage a similarly positive attitude toward death,
likely to serve similarly practical and economic purposes. By allowing the Utopian
priests and officials leave to encourage citizens to take their own lives More makes the
societalfunction of this belief more evident, perhaps pointing to the similar function of
the Church in contemporary English society. Whether intentional or not, this may alert
More’s readers to the underlying truth both of this Utopian society and their own: the
only truths we know to believe in are those given us pre-formulated by the ISA’s to
which we are subject, and these truths serve not to illuminate our minds or senses but to
ensure that we will propagate the system of which we are a part.
Before drawing any firm conclusions, I would like to point out one more aspect of
religion in Utopia that appears to run directly counter to More’s own beliefs. This man
who not only sentenced heretics in his day to bum at the stake in his position as Lord
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Chancellor of England but was himself executed for his devotion to the one true religion
creates a society that endorses religious freedom. The tangible benefit ofthis freedom in
the Utopian society is clearly indicated by King Utopus himself, who “decreed that every
man might cultivate the religion of his choice”(97)in order to decrease the squabbling
among sects that had made it so easy for he himself to conquer them. This internal
discontent was bound to damage both the focus on productivity and the labor force itself,
and it is for these reasons that men in Utopia are able to exercise religious freedom. The
limitations on the freedom are, as always, telling additions to the argument: Anyone
who denies this proposition [that man has an immortal soul] they consider less than a
man” and refuse to count him as one of their citizens “since he would openly despise all
the laws and customs of their society, if not prevented by fear”(98). Even such a man
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this is tolerated, however, as long as he does not “argue with common people on behalf of
his opinions”(99).
It is interesting to note that both the attitude toward death espoused by the
Utopian religious institution and the enforcement of a beliefin a mortal soul also find
expression in the Catholic Church. In fact almost all sects of Christianity embrace the
representation of death as a joyful release from life because they all believe in the
immortal soul. But by presenting the Utopian church not as purveyor of the one true
religion but as an invitation to a general set of beliefs, More makes much more evident its
direct practical function in society. Rather than offering the one doctrine that will save a
man’s mortal soul. More’s church endorses a belief system that clearly intends to provide
not for the Utopians’ souls but for their mortal bodies by ensuring the smooth functioning
of the means of production. These beliefs in the Catholic Church ultimately serve an
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almost identical function in society, but by de-emphasizing the true rightness ofthe
church and emphasizing its functional place in society More seems to admit that his quest
is not for the truth but for the representation ofreality to which the most people will
submit. The struggle, then, is not to save men’s souls but to “enslave [their] minds by
dominating their imaginations”(Althusser 163).
In his essay “At the Table ofthe Great: More’s Self-Fashioning and SelfCancellation” Stephen Greenblatt suggests that More was compelled to create a perfect
society based on absolute conformity rather than absolute truth because the single
absolute truth that More encountered in his own life was the need for conformity to a
system that did not always make sense (33). In Utopia we hear of limitless freedoms and
see that a man who travels abroad twice without the express wntten consent ofthe prince
is consigned to slavery(60), and receive no explanation for this contradiction. In More s
England, Greenblatt asserts that although no one “is deceived by the charade ... everyone
is forced either to participate in it or to watch it silently”(13). Just as a Utopian who
publicly expresses deviant religious views is punished not for the beliefs he holds but for
the disruption he may cause. More’s fundamental disagreement with Protestantism is that
the individual autonomy that it allows leads to “interpretative anarchy”(Greenblatt 62).
Although one may suppose that More did believe in the doctrines of the Catholic Church,
1 suggest that he valued it primarily not for the particular principles it espoused but for
the “massive communal solidarity” that it provided (Greenblatt 62). Greenblatt insists
that More knew intimately the necessity of playing one’s role in a given social situation,
even at the expense of truth or wisdom. This theme is directly addressed in Book 1 of
Utopia when Hythloday discusses with More’s and Giles’ characters his reticence to
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enter in to the service of a king (28-38). Hythloday explains that if he suggested to any
king the best course to take for the betterment of his people he would be rejected outright;
More agrees, but counters by saying that Hythloday would do better to adopt the school
of philosophy “that takes its cue, adapts itself to the drama in hand, and acts its part
neatly and appropriately”(36). Hythloday’s response to this suggestion is telling:‘“The
only result of this,’ he answered,‘will be that while I try to cure others of madness. I’ll be
raving along with them myself If I’m to speak the truth, I will have to talk in the way
I’ve described.

More’s character comes down definitively on the side of playing the

appropriate role rather than speaking the truth when he insists that “you pervert a play
and ruin it when you add irrelevant speeches, even ifthey are better than the play itself
(36). And the real More in the end appears to come to the same conclusion. In his
Utopia the citizens are allowed religious freedom because it does not interfere with the
social structure; in England religious controversy leads to an unstable society and
therefore cannot be tolerated.
What More seeks is a society in which everyone plays his part, and what he
attempts to establish in his Utopia is a country whose citizens are so well conditioned to
the roles they are given that they truly believe in the play in which they take part. Yet
More fails even in this. The Utopians understand, even if they are unable to verbally
acknowledge, the inherent contradictions in a society in which each man is assumed to be
naturally inclined to do the right thing but any deviance is severely reprimanded. If the
Utopians all blindly submitted to the system under which they lived the constant
surveillance and harsh punishments that More inserts but fails to explain would be utterly
unnecessary. Finally, then. More’s “perfect” society merely serves to illustrate
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unambiguously the constant and necessary social paradoxes with which More himself
lived. Perhaps More was unaware that despite all his efforts to prevent them from
engaging in any type of inner life, even his Utopians suffered from internal struggles
between what they felt to be true and what they had been carefully trained to believe.
The underlying fear and frustration that might have spurred the composition of
this paradoxically imperfect text is not that truth must constantly submit to the temporal
social play of human existence, but that this play itself masks truth so effectively as to
veil it completely from human understanding. Perhaps the staunchly Catholic More was
all too aware of the inescapable “miscognitions”(Ideology 177)of his daily life but clung
so fiercely to the truth offered by the Catholic church because he saw that if you strip off
the layer of theatrical delusion you reach nothing at all”(Greenblatt 14). More’s
depiction of his Utopian society suggests that “consensual belief can constitute meaning,
that is, it can detemiine what men consider real, but it cannot constitute truth’
(Greenblatt 61). Utopia perhaps represents More’s attempt to create a class of people
who are not cognizant of their own inability to see through the deceptions by which they
are surrounded, who might blissfully and joyfully embrace themselves as natural beings
simply by virtue of being so utterly and effectively indoctrinated by the system into
which they were bom. The attempt fails and More is left struggling with the knowledge
that in spite of his sophisticated philosophizing and in spite of his own healthy skepticism
of the world around him, he is inevitably and inescapably subject to the illusions
propagated by his own imperfect society, so much so that the elusive “tmth” that he seeks
will forever evade him.
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-2Cultural Constructions of Natural Spaces m A Midsummer Night's Dream
The traditional idyll form of pastoral poetry, according to Greg Garrard,
“celebrates a bountiful present”(37). However, the representative works ofthis form
would carry little significance for us if they remained merely celebrations ofbounty.
Their value lies instead in the things we may glean from them about the ideas and
conflicts in the historical periods in which they were written and, significantly, in the
“implicit critique ofcontemporary society” they offer (Garrard 55). An idealistic or
celebratory portrayal of nature’s bounty necessarily includes a depiction of nature and at
least an implicit suggestion of man’s proper relationship with his natural environment.
One twentieth century ecocritic, Michael Bunce,claims that today’s “country gentry”
have “fabricated a landscape which has transformed both natural environments and
productive spaces into areas which conform to the idealization ofthe countryside”(qtd in
Garrard 56), but our century can by no means claim exclusive rights to the fabrication of
natural landscapes. In fact, Terry Eagleton insists that the real is consistently concealed
behind countless layers of ideology that “so produce and construct the real as to cast the
shadow of its absence over the perception of its presence;” due to this difficulty, “the real
is by necessity empirically imperceptible” and therefore impossible to accurately
represent {Criticism 69). So every writer of pastoral poetry must in some way fabricate
his own unique landscape, and it is an investigation of the forces that guide and shape
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each distinct portrayal that may lead us to the cultural insight Garrard hopes we will gain
from these writings.
A theme that reappears time and again in literary depictions of nature is that of a
natural world at harmony with its human inhabitants, and Max Oelschlaeger suggests a
reason for this persistent desire. In prehistoric times “human beings ... thought of
themselves as one with plants and animals, rivers and forests, as part of a larger, more
encompassing whole”(11-12), but when humans began to cultivate the land, thereby
manipulating their environment,“boundaries were drawn between the natural and the
cultural”(28) and ever since this time we have been attempting to mend the rift. It
therefore follows that the ultimate justification of human activity lies in harmony with
our natural environment, the sought-after state of grace from which we have fallen.
Although the theme itself is convincingly recurrent, the ways in which we have
attempted to create this harmony with our natural surroundings have changed along with
our perceptions of the concept of nature itself E. M. W.Tillyard suggests a notion of
order described most simply as an accord between nature, man, and God s will which if
disturbed will result in chaos. He insists that this understanding of order as a universal
harmony or cosmic order “must have been common to all Elizabethans of even modest
intelligence”(12), and continues to explain that since “the Elizabethans believed in an
ideal order animating earthly order, they were terrified lest it should be upset, and
appalled by the visible tokens of disorder that suggested its upsetting”(16). Tillyard
acknowledges that this worldview came to the Elizabethans intact from the Middle Ages
(5) and then simultaneously allows that this system of belief, typified as a giant game,
“became too much for people” and insists that “it is a mistake to think that it was
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changed”-(7). This discrepancy finds a more reasonable explanation in Raymond
Williams’ The Countiy and the City when he suggests that
What we find [in the poetry ofthe Ib^'^ and 17* centimes] is an idealization of
feudal and immediately post-feudal values: of an order based on settled and
reciprocal social and economic relations of an avowedly total kind. It is then
important that the poems coincide, in time, with a period in which another orderthat of capitalist agriculture—was being successfully pioneered. For behind that
coincidence is a conflict of values which is still crucial. (35)
Significantly, Tillyard appears to take the idealization found in the poetry as literally
representative of the beliefs of all Elizabethans rather than as one of multiple conflicting
worldviews. Perhaps we may instead suggest that the Medieval world view was not in
fact “what everyone believed in Elizabeth’s days”(Tillyard 12), but represented a current
but receding worldview held by part of the population, an ideology that was being
challenged “in the period we are speaking of, in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries
when the ideological transition occurred”(Williams 48).
In formulating and supporting his argument Tillyard makes copious references to
the dramatic works of William Shakespeare, and certainly it is believable to suppose that
Shakespeare’s view of nature was strongly influenced by the idea of a cosmic order and
the need for harmony between man and nature. However, there is ample evidence that
this was not the only perspective on nature to which Shakespeare would have been
exposed; many of his plays present a highly subtle and complex view of man s
relationship to nature. King Lear, for example, specifically addresses the tension
between various perspectives on nature and even suggests qualitative assessments of their
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validity by following characters who themselves accept differing views. Lear clearly
espouses a view of nature in line with Tillyard’s universal cosmic order and suffers
humiliation and despair because of it, while Edmund’s much more cymcal and
Machiavellian approach nearly wins him a crown. Although Shakespeare’s treatment of
nature in A Midsummer Night 5 Dream is less explicitly evaluative, his extensive use of
the woodland setting here calls our attention to the ways in which natmal spaces are
employed, identified, and shaped to human needs. It is Shakespeare’s attempt mA
Midsummer Night's Dream to depict the vexed and artificial relationship between man
and his environment that is the focus of this chapter.
We could argue that in A Midsummer Night’s Dream Shakespeare employs
nature simply as a wild space that is instrumental in the production of a socially
acceptable and orderly resolution and thereby provides a perfect, almost Tillyardian
conclusion in which nature and society are in mutual accord and everything is in its place
(Tillyard 6). This interpretation is supported by the use of nature in many of
Shakespeare’s comedies as a space apart in which to work out ills and felicitously
transform a situation from hopeless to happily resolved. Generally, these resolutions
agree with the values of society; in A Midsummer Night’s Dream Shakespeare having
set [the young lovers] at odds, makes these odds all even”(Tave 8) by the time they re
enter Athenian society. Similarly, in both A Winter’s Tale and As You Like It natural
spaces provide a stage on which to resolve seemingly impossible issues. Natural spaces
provide for Shakespeare a physical wild zone in which almost anything can happen, but
also serve the more important function of providing justification for the nomis of society.
This interpretation of wild nature as condoning society’s standards gains credence given
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the very wildness of the natural world Shakespeare creates; m’ . A Midsummer Night's
Dream unexplored desires are revealed, a man is changed to a mule, and fairies hide in
every acorn shell. The fact that this world of disarray, lacking all societal restraints,
manages to produce two perfect pairs strongly suggests that the true thing and the right
thing according to nature herself is tlie heterosexual union ofsocially compatible couples.
Shakespeare complicates his own use of nature, however, by a careful depiction ofthe
inconsistencies in various characters’ constructions of nature within the play.
While on the surface it may appear that the joyous unions at the end ofthe play,
created in a forest and blessed by fairies, are a celebration ofthe harmony between man
and his natural surroundings, a different interpretation is also possible. I suggest that in A
Midsummer Night’s Dream Shakespeare’s fairies do not function as a natural or even a
naturalized addition to the forest but rather as an elaborate metaphor designed to
illuminate the irrational desires of the young lovers. Furthermore, some of the forest
scenes problematize the idea of the forest as an untamed space that can be conceptualized
of as being “apart” from society. If the forest is not a truly wild space then it does not
have the authority to confer “nature’s blessing on the norms of society, but has been
artificially appropriated by man in order to endorse selected pairings of members of
similar social rank in order to perpetuate the existing patriarchal social order. The
impersonal “man” who has appropriated nature finds one clear representation in Theseus,
duke of Athens, who won a wild bride tlirough warfare (1.1.17-18) and subsequently
domesticated her by forcing her to marry him and live by the rules of his orderly,
patriarchal society. This forceful assertion of the rightness of Athenian society
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opposed to the matriarchal system of the Amazons seems to be answered by the play’s
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assertion that nature itself is in accord with the society of Athens. But, although
Shakespeare himself often employs the trope of a society endorsed by the natural world
which surrounds it, the specifics of this play suggest that he (unlike Theseus)is aware on
some level that his own and others’ constructions ofnature are often artificial and fail to
provide an authentic representation of nature. We may debate whether a true
representation of nature is even possible, but this play is not about nature as it exists
independent of human interpretation. A Midsummer Night's Dream instead draws out
various human constructions of nature and the ways in which they lack mutual and
internal consistency. In his discussion of the lovers’ role in the play, Terry Eagleton
notes that “what matters in the end is not whether characters ‘really’ love each other or
not ... but whether their illusions interlock. If they do, if the illusion is total, mutual and
internally consistent, then this is perhaps the nearest we can approximate to truth

or

reality” {Shakespeare 22). If, as Tillyard suggested, Shakespeare and all of his characters
shared the same consistent illusion (or construction) of nature then that illusion would
provide us with an effectively “real” representation of natme in this time period. Instead
Shakespeare presents differing and conflicting representations of nature and thereby
draws our attention to the inconsistencies between the characters’ views as well as within
each set of illusions.
Shakespeare’s “natural” justification of societal standards derives its basis from
the assumption that nature is a truly wild space. Yet the freedom and escape from society
that should theoretically accompany a foray into his wild woodland setting fail to work
their magic on Hermia and Lysander when they venture into the forest outside of Athens.
While the pair intends literally to escape from one particular dictate of their society, the
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sharp Athenian law”(1.1.164) that prevents their marriage, they have no desire to
overthrow the system as a whole. We know from Lysander’s own mouth that he is “as
well derived” as Demetrius, and his “fortunes every way as fairly ranked”(1.1.101,103),
which suggests that he understands and accepts the implicit rules ofthis society. Egeus’
preference for Demetrius is the only thing preventing Hermia’s mamage to Lysander, no
difference in rank or social standing, and so the lovers’ plan is merely to run to the next
village over and perpetuate the social class system there since they are unable to do so in
Athens. The lovers do not directly intend to enter a subversive space, therefore, when
they meet in the woods outside of Athens; but, if our assessment is correct that this space
will be used as a wild zone then we would nevertheless expect the lovers to be liberated
in some way merely by their physical departure from the city. It is therefore notable that
when the two enter the forest no magical change overtakes them; they simply walk until
they are tired and have lost their way and then sleep. Even free from prying eyes, Hermia
insists that Lysander “lie further off yet”(2.2.50)from her and the bank where she Vill
rest [her] head”(2.2.46). She delicately protects her prized virginity, and is clearly aware
that in this unsupervised setting she might unwittingly “impeach [her] modesty too
much”(2.1.221), as Lysander later warns Helena. Thus far, the supposed wildness of this
natural setting has had no effect. Hermia faithfully retains the teachings of her
upbringing in Athens and is unaffected by her uninhibited natural surroundings.
Other scenes and comments througliout the play emphasize that the forest itself
has no particularly liberating qualities other than being literally outside of Athens. The
things that go on in these woods on an everyday basis speak not at all to magic or
freedom. It is, merely, a space in which normal, law-abiding Athenians go about their
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normal everyday business. Heimia notes that she and Helena passed many hours here in
their girlhoods where they “Upon faint primrose beds were wont to lie / Emptying [their]
bosoms of their counsel sweet”(1.1.220-21). Similarly, when Peter Quince and company
decide to practice their play outside the city it is for the practical reason that they do not
wish to be observed, for if they practice in the city they “shall be dogged with company
and [their] devices known”(1.2.99-100). In fact, Quince suggests that they meet “at the
Duke’s Oak”(1.2.106). This forest space, then,“a mile without town”(1.2.98), is so
often used by the Athenians that there are well-known landmarks up to at least a mile
outside of the city; and it is unlikely that either pair ofconfused lovers ventures much
farther than this.
Despite the characters’ explicit admission that they have spent time before in
these woods and suffered no unusual outcomes or adventures, however, there are
indications that the young lovers unconsciously characterize these innocuous and
domesticated woods as a sort of wild zone. Although it is not Hermia and Lysander s
explicit intent to escape into the woods(but rather out from them on the other side), they
do seem to identify the woods as a dangerous and unpredictable place. For example,
Hermia’s first night in the forest is dismpted by a frightening dream in which, she says,
“Methought a serpent ate my heart away”(2.2.156). This implies that Hermia has a
different expectation of the forest than she does of the city of Athens, governed by
rational laws. On some level she believes that wilder things may happen here.
Demetrius’ warning to Helena demonstrates a similarly unreasonable set of expectations
of the forest. He directly threatens to leave her “to the mercy of wild beasts’ (2.1.235)
even though any reader would know that there are no wild beasts in these woods. The
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lovers all sleep in the forest and no physical harm threatens them, and even Titania’s
attendants singing her to sleep wish only to ward off hedgehogs, newts, and spiders
(2.2.10-20). These creatures are hardly the wild beasts ofDemetrius* warning or the
serpent of Hemiia’s dream. The fact that the lovers, despite all rational explanations to
the contrary, conceptualize the forest as a wild space provides an important clue to the
unusual events that follow.
By calling his play A Midsummer Night’s Dream Shakespeare suggests that the
events that unfold will prove to be nothing short of dream-like: magic, unbelievable, and
unrestrained. In one sense Shakespeare makes good on this promise; he inserts
mischievous fairies into this woodland setting, and the results they produce are
predictably unbelievable. This addition, however, complicates the perception of a nature
that validates society’s standards. Are the fairies a part of nature? If not, then we must
make a distinction between the influence of“nature” and the influence of the fairies, and
in fact the common Elizabethan believed that fairies were not truly a part ofthe natural
world. Instead fairies were thought to maintain “a civilization of their own in a kingdom
of their own, from which they issued at intervals for visitations to the earth”(Latham
111). Although they did not maintain permanent residences in the natural world,
however, fairies were closely associated with nature and “had always been connected
with hills and wells and green meadows”(Latham 185). Shakespeare capitalizes upon
this association by creating his own unique breed of fairies(Latham 179-80) that are
smaller, sweeter, and by all accounts even more closely aligned with their natural
environment than the common Elizabethan fairy(Latham 180-88). These changes result
in a type of fairy that is so closely linked to nature and its workings as to seem almost to
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be a part of it; Shakespeare appears to be‘ naturalizing” even the fairies in order to fit
them into the harmonious accord he allows us to find between man (civilization) and
nature. This conclusion as a response to our previous question proves somewhat
deceptive, however, when we analyze more closely the role ofthe fairies within the
action of the play. Are the fairies merely naturalized supernatural beings added to the
forest to provide mischievous fun and answer the promise in the title ofthe play? If not,
then what is their ultimate purpose? The fairies indicate that they have come to bless the
marriage of the Duke and his Amazonian queen (2.1.75), but their activity and
interference throughout the play suggests that their purpose is necessary to other parts of
the action as well.
Perhaps the role of the fairies in the first four acts ofthe play is simply to
provide the wildness that the lovers have shown they expect to find in the woods and that
Shakespeare has implicitly promised his audience. They prove to be sufficient catalysts
to lend this forest its dreamlike state, and it lends credence to this theory to recall that
when Helena and Herniia played here as girls nothing went amiss. So it must be none
other than the machinations of the sly and playful fairies that lead the lovers “up and
down, up and down”(3.2.418), chasing after loves they thought were true. Puck openly
confesses not only his role in this charade but his delight in the lovers’ mishaps; after
accidentally anointing the wrong Athenian’s eyes he tells us,“I am glad it so did sort, /
As this their jangling I esteem a sport”(3.2.373-74). The storyline seems clear enough at
this point: the lovers enter the woods, are accosted by fairies with love potions and are
thereby confused, and when they emerge from the woods(and thus escape the fairies’
influence) they are matched and married.
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Only when we look beyond the boundaries ofthe forest and back into ordered
Athenian society do w^e encounter difficulty with this explanation ofthe lovers’ unusual
unfaithfulness. In the w^oods it is abundantly obvious to the audience, if not to the lovers
themselves, that their behavior defies rational explanation. When Lysander awakes in the
forest and declares unthinkingly,“Not Hermia, but Helena I love / Who will not change a
raven for a dove?”(2.2.120-121), we naturally attribute this change of heart to the love
potion placed in his eyes while he slept. Similarly when Demetrius suddenly calls
Helena “goddess, nymph, perfect, divine”(3.2.140) the “flower of purple dye / Hit with
Cupid’s archery”(3.2.104-105) takes the blame. And of course at the end ofthe night
Puck applies “to [Lysander’s] eye,/ Gentle lover, remedy”(3.2.480-481) so that when he
awakes he is once again in love with Hermia, Demetrius remains in love with Helena,
and the females (constant in their devotion throughout the course ofthe play)love each
their proper mate. What the fairy love potion notably fails to account for, and what is
mentioned only passingly in the first scene ofthe play, is Demetrius erstwhile devotion
to Helena and consequent transfer of affection to Hermia. Lysander brings up this point
in his quest to be more highly looked upon as a choice for Hermia’s mate and Egeus
acknowledges it, saying, “I must confess that I have heard so much / And with Demetrius
thought to have spoke thereof’(1.1.113-14). This conversation conveniently slips Egeus
mind (1.1.116) so that we as readers are given no explanation of the transfer of
Demetrius’ devotion. In fact, this matter appears to be of little concern to anyone except
forsaken Helena, on whom Demetrius had “hailed down oaths that he was only mine
“ere [he] looked on Hermia’s eyne”(1.1.248-49).
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Demetrius’ broken oaths, not even in the action of the play and commanding a
mere thirteen lines of text, force us to reconsider everything we have unthinkingly
accepted about the role of the fairies in the lovers’ inconstancy throughout this one
midsummer’s night. If Demetrius’ devotion to Helena was so easily forgotten without
any supernatural interference, then perhaps the fairies were not necessary to produce the
seemingly inexplicable events that occurred in the forest. Consider once more the yoimg
lovers’ perception of the forest as a wild zone in which beasts and serpents roamed and
threatened. 1 suggest that Shakespeare introduces the fairies not as instigators of mischief
but rather as a metaphor for tlie irrational nature of young love, which in this case only
reached its full expression in a space that tlie lovers thought released them from
conventional expectations of rational action. Significantly, whether or not the fairies are
real actors in the play, merely metaphorical, or in some ways a combination of both,
Shakespeare makes it evident that their presence is a superficial addition, at least to this
aspect of the plot. The lovers find the wildness that they expect in the woods, but largely,
one may conclude, because they were expecting it and not due to the intervention of the
fairies.
The “wildness” that the lovers uncover within themselves in the woods, then, is
no different than that which they evince in the city; Hermia is no more or less broken
hearted at unexpectedly losing Lysander’s love (forest) than was Helena distraught when
Demetrius inexplicably began to dote on Hermia instead of her (city). The fact that this
wildness is not instigated by the fairies but is an innate characteristic, Shakespeare seems
to be suggesting, of young love, finds support in some of his other plays. In Romeo and
Juliet, possibly written the same year as A Midsummer Night’s Dream,Romeo swears
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one afternoon that if he so much as glances at another girl than Rosaline then his eyes,
“Transparent heretics" should be “burnt for liars”(1.2.94), and yet that very night falls
desperately in love with Juliet to the extent of risking his life for her(2.1.118). The “fair
Rosaline"(1.2.86), so beautiful that “th’all-seeing Sun/Ne’er saw her match since first
the world begun"(1.2.95-96) has been effectively(and efficiently) forgotten. Lysander
and Demetrius show a similar disinclination to reason; they too, in fact, threaten one
another’s lives for the sake of the girl both had spumed hours earlier (3.2.258-62).
Romeo, for his part, largely fails to address his change in heart(when pressed
by the friar he merely explains that Juliet returns his love whereas Rosaline did not)
(2.2.81) while Lysander and Demetrius attempt to explain away their irrational actions by
claiming that their actions and emotions have a basis in reason (2.2.122; 3.2.137). It is,
once again, abundantly clear to the audience that this behavior is not reasonable and it is
worth noting that even if a fairy potion were to blame for the sudden change of heart, the
men have no way of knowing or even guessing at this supernatural interference. Oberon
specifically indicates that the fairies are invisible to the humans in the play (2.1.193). Yet
when Lysander awakes and finds himself to be hopelessly in love with the wrong girl, he
never questions his emotions but instead attempts to defend them by claiming that they
are rational and reasonable: “reason says you are the worthier maid”(2.2.123).
Ultimately we conclude that young love is simply fickle and irrational. Friar Laurence
(of Romeo and Juliet) and Puck seem to concur on at least one assumption, that “young
men’s love then lies / Not truly in their hearts but in their eyes”(2.2.63-64). The
irrational and immature impulses of the lovers are only freely expressed in the forest
because they have constructed it as a type of wild zone even though we know that, at
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least physically, it is not. The lovers bring all the wildness to the woods themselves. The
fairies in themselves are “nothing, an illusion"’but effectively embody the lovers’
irrational desires in action {Shakespeare 94).
The absence of the fairies in Romeo and Juliet, then, is worth noting,
particularly because the omission of the fairies and the wild space they inhabit changes
this play from a potential comedy into a tragedy. Although we have suggested that the
fairies are in some ways a metaphor for the wild and irrational impulses ofthe young
lovers, they are also supernatural beings with real power to meddle with the natural
world. Due to Oberon and Titaiiia’s quarrels “the green com / Hath rotted,” “rheumatic
diseases do abound” and “The seasons alter”(2.1.97-98, 108, 110). Perhaps these are the
unconventional gods of Shakespeare’s “cosmic order;” instead of a single God with a
plan for an orderly existence he creates a group of semi-competent fairies who direct
nature’s course based on their own distinct agenda and fail to recognize humans as
separate from or superior to the rest of the natural world. At least according to the fairies
their purpose is to create harmony and enhance fertility in the natural world, but this
harmony includes humans only to the extent to which they are apart of nature. When
forming the lovers once again into pairs Puck assures us that “the man shall have his
mare again”(3.2.492), a rather inglorious phrase for God’s chosen creatures. By the
fairies’ assessment humans’ most natural desires are for reproduction, are in fact the
irrational desires of the young lovers that would so dismpt Athenian society. This sets up
the fairies as a part of a very different kind of god-man-nature system than that espoused
by Tillyard. Most notably, the agenda that directs and motivates the fairies’ actions
instead of enhancing human order just as often disrupts it; the fairies purposely set the
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stage for the lovers’ irrational actions in order to produce fertile unions, unions that then
only by chance coincide with society’s values. In Romeo and Juliet there is no
opportunity to create or interact with these fairy gods of irrational desire. Romeo does
not have the luxury of a forest in which he can act out his desires or the added benefit of
fairies whose existence can explain his actions. He is constantly in society’s eye and is
condemned for his irrational impulses just as Hermia was to be condemned for hers had
she remained in Athens. The difference of having a space apart on which to project
irrational desires, then, makes the difference between life and death for these characters.
Theseus, duke of Athens, is one person who appeals to nature precisely as a
space apart in order to systematically account both for the lovers’ irrational behavior and
for other aspects of his society that appear to lack reasonable justification or cause.
Theseus’ construction of nature must be quite complex in order to accommodate the role
he thrusts upon it, and in fact encompasses two separate but related representations. One
essential aspect of Theseus’ relationship to nature is his need to domesticate nature in
order to make it seem rational and reasonable, and to directly engage with nature as rarely
as possible so that he does not have to confront any part of it that he cannot control; the
other is to create a binary between this domesticated space he calls nature and his own
orderly society such that all of the irrational or unbelievable happenings stay in the forest
and are not allowed to enter the city. Of all the major characters in the play, Theseus is
the only one who never enters the woods. He suggests when he comes upon the young
lovers that they “rose up early to observe / The rite of May”(4.1.137-38); this comment
implies that he himself was not a participant in this ceremony, and in fact he does not
enter the forest at all during the action of the play. He somewhat s)mibolically

46

approaches the edge of the forest while hunting but stays outside ofit, providing an apt
visual representation of the distinct but imaginary lines he draws between civilization and
nature.
One clear demonstration of the way in which Theseus appropriates nature
comes in the rather involved speech he makes about his hunting dogs. He first mentions
the hounds’ breeding (4.1.123) which directly references the role humans have played in
the creation and training of these dogs. More interestingly, however, he speaks at length
of the strikingly musical quality of the hounds’ baying: the “music of my hounds,” “the
musical confusion,” the way in which the hounds are “matched in mouth like bells” so
that “a cry more tunable / Was never halloed”(4.1.110,114,127-29). This speech
resonates strongly with the view of Elizabethan order espoused by Tillyard, in which
each beast has its place and all things “keep themselves within their sundry reigns
(Spenser qtd in Tillyard, 12). The musical quality of the dogs’ baying also may allude to
the music of the spheres, which was harmonious only when things were in their proper
place. The dogs seem to be a living acknowledgment of the good and proper order ofthe
universe and the fact that all things are in their place. This perception ofthe dogs’ song
as harmonious and perhaps even as an indication of a cosmic order in its proper place
clearly does not represent the actual experience of listening to a “chorus” of dogs,
however. Anyone who has heard hunting dogs knows that, although the sounds may be
pleasing they are certainly far from harmonious or musical. In fact the narrator of Utopia
tells his companions that the Utopians wonder “what pleasure [there can] be in listening
to the barking and yelping of dogs - isn’t that rather a disgusting noise?”(73). Yet
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Theseus demonstrates no inclination to attempt to reconcile the true sound his hounds
make with the chorus he perceives.
The most significant difference between the Duke’s implicit assertion that
nature is in accord with human activities and Shakespeare’s is that the Duke seems to
have no difficulty accepting the construction at face value. He is, after all, a product of
the city of reason. Athens is named for the goddess Athena, goddess of wisdom and war
who incidentally won Athens by giving its citizens an olive tree that she helped them
learn to cultivate (Hamilton 2S2). Both the domestication ofnature and the emphasis on
reason, then, go back to the city’s very inception. Theseus, future duke ofthe city of
reason, would have been constantly surrounded by language and ideas perpetuating both
the domestication of nature and the cmcial importance of reason in an ordered society. It
is the latter demand that leads Theseus to the second aspect of his representational
relationship with nature. Although he actively domesticates the nature with which he
interacts and finds no difficulty appropriating the joyous approval of the beasts
themselves, Theseus seems able to use even this domesticated space as a sort ofseparate
place in which to deposit all of the irrational impulses of Athenian society.
Based not on Theseus’ limited interactions with the physical woods outside of
Athens but rather on the way in which he classifies the experiences of others in the woods
we distinguish a clear, if artificial, binary between the abstract concepts of“nature” and
“society.” Ultimately Theseus, while domesticating his real physical surroundings,
retains an idea of nature as a separate place where irrationality resides, largely(one
infers) to prevent this nonsense from tainting his own beautifully ordered society.
Ironically fheseus’ own rationale seems a bit lacking when,for example, he attributes the
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antics ot the young people in the woods to the “seething brains”(5.1.4)oflovers and
madmen and assesses their uncontrolled behavior by noting that, by their minds “how
easy is a bush supposed a bear"(5.1.23); yet he finds no difficulty in assuming that the
pairs are now suddenly ready to fomi successful, life-long unions. He acknowledges that
their behavior has been irrational, but separates the night in the woods as if he assumes
that their “seething brains" have been cured by tlieir re-entrance into Athenian society.
The early transfer of Demetrius’ affections within that very society amply demonstrates
that this division serves in name only, but for Theseus this appears to be enough.
But Theseus’ Amazonian bride Hippolyta is herselffrom the Vild outside of
this carefully ordered city and brings to it a new and fresh perspective, one open to
acknowledging the many places where Theseus’ binary shows inconsistencies. Her
insight is likely enhanced by her own subjection to Theseus’ will, in effect his
“domestication" of her through the warfare that produced their union and forced her to
submit to the standards of his society rather than her own. Hippolyta logically notes that
the lovers’ tale “More witnesseth than fancy’s images / And grows to something of great
constancy” (5.1.26-27), while her husband is happy to effectively ignore the tale and
focus instead on the lovers, who “come ... full ofjoy and mirth”(5.1.29). Hippolyta’s
comments and questions demonstrate how deeply and intrinsically flawed the
order/nature binary reveals itself to be when a different perspective is introduced. Unlike
Theseus, Hippolyta cannot help but see that Athenian society is riddled with precisely the
“lovers and madmen"(5.1.4) her husband must ideologically(if not physically) separate
from his ordered way of life.
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Shakespeare emphasizes these inconsistencies not only through Hippolyta’s role
but also through the metaphor of the fairies. If as we first supposed the fairies’ mischief
is what made the forest a wild space, then one would expect that they would largely
remain in the forest. What the audience sees, however, is that when the lovers return to
society the fairies are close behind “to sweep the dust behind the door”(5.1.407).
Clearly, this wildness is in and of the lovers and not a separate or even separable entity.
Y et we see that ultimately the lovers are welcomed into Theseus’ society in a joyous
ceremony of inclusion while he closes his eyes to tlie wildness that we know resides
within them. And just as Theseus assumes that the lovers are now rid of their irrational
and wild impulses, Shakespeare provides Puck to assure us that “this weak and idle
theme” will prove “no more yielding than a dream”(5,1.444-45). Ironically ofcourse it
is Puck, physical embodiment of irrational desires, on whose authority we are to take
these lines as inconsequential. Drama merely, after all, “gives to airy nothing / A local
habitation and a name”(5.1.16-17). Ultimately Shakespeare gives us the option to
assume, like Theseus or Tillyard, that everything can be neatly separated and categorized
in a perfectly logical and orderly fashion.
But of course, Theseus’ place in this play and the narrow way in which he
conceptualizes nature serve finally to refute rather than to support Tillyard’s belief that
all Elizabethans thought in this way. Hippolyta’s fresh perspective, the lovers’ use ofthe
forest to express their hidden desires, and Shakespeare’s ability to represent within this
play so many different conceptions of nature all point to Tillyard’s fatal error of
oversimpli fication. Theseus’ construction of nature is an effective tool that gives him the
ability to order his life in a way that makes sense to him, and because he is the duke his
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interpretation holds sway over the dissenting voices he encounters. But this does not
mean that the dissenting voices can or should be dismissed. Theseus’ binary fails to
account for the reality of the society in which he lives, yet he appears to literally believe
that it is true and to be unable to acknowledge its inherent contradictions. Although this
inflexibility apparently does not undermine Theseus’ rule, it has frightening
consequences for another of Shakespeare’s characters. /T/Vigigor, probably written about
ten years after A Midsummer Night's Dream,looks again at man’s artificial relationship
with the natural world in which he lives. But instead ofsimply acknowledging and
exploring various ideological representations of man’s place in the natural world,Lear
portrays the consequences of being unable to see the inconsistencies in your own set of
illusions.
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-3Hunian Nature and the Natural World m King Lear
In the previous section I examined the ways in which various characters
appropriated nature in Shakespeare’s/I Midsummer Night's Dream: ih&Xovtxs' use the
forest as an explanation for their own irrational emotions while Theseus employs it as
space apart that can be verbally shaped and manipulated so as to justify his rule in
Athens. Hippolyta notes some of the many ways in which the duke’s representation of
nature deviates from the physical reality of the Athenian forests he employs, but finally in
A Midsummer Night s Dream Theseus’ binary holds sway and the lovers are happily
married under his authority. Just as Shakespeare allows Titania to forget her claim to the
little changeling boy, he similarly sweeps away Hippolyta’s shrewd objections to
Theseus’ representation of nature and the lovers’ own opinions about their expenence in
the forest. The endpoint of A Midsummer Night’s Dream is the happy marriages that
could not take place at its beginning, and in order to create a satisfying conclusion the
lovers must be able to enter into the stmetured Athenian society and fulfill their given
roles as T’heseus’ supporters and propagators ofthe social order that justifies both his
position and theirs.
In King Lear, written approximately ten years

A Midsummer Night s Dream,

Shakespeare brings to light some of the underlying effects that must also have been in
place to make A Midsummer Night’s Dream a success. Ultimately, Hippolyta, Egeus,

52

and the lovers must play along with Theseus’ representation of nature not only because it
upholds the stability of their society but because Theseus has the power to enforce his
rule. Just as Hennia must either submit to her father’s will or give up her place in
Athenian society, Egcus knows that he must yield to Theseus’ decision because it is
Theseus’ control over Athenian society that gives Egeus (father) unquestionable control
over Hermia (daughter). These social relations are held to be “natural,” and it is the
failed promise of these stable, universally acknowledged and understood relationships
that lend to such plays as Lear the '‘glory ... of the setting sun”(Delaney 36). Greg
Garrard argues that the elegy fonn of pastoral writing “looks back to a vanished past with
a sense of nostalgia" and goes on to say that “once schematized like this, the relationship
of pastoral and the Judeo-Christian conception of time becomes clear: Genesis 3,the
story of Man’s fall, is essentially an elegy of lost pastoral bounty and innocence (37).
Because Lear is set in England’s timeless past it might at first appear to conform to this
classification as nostalgic and elegiac. But perhaps this is just one more in a long line of
“successive Old Englands to which we are confidently referred [in literature] but which
then start to move and recede’’(Williams 12); Raymond Williams suggests that this
nostalgic past to which we are referred never existed as such. The difficulty with this
eternal search for a return to a lost innocence is that no human society can truly live in
accordance with the laws of nature. The very concept of nature’s “laws, in fact, is yet
another example of man imposing his own concepts of order on the wildness which
surrounds him, another appropriation that serves merely to support the ruling class so
long as the conceptualization of these laws is consistently supported by a source of
authority with the means to enforce its interpretation.
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The dominant social power wants to control the representation of“nature’s laws”
in order to appeal to that age-old idea of living in harmony with nature, ofreturning to
our lost Edenic state. Who gains victory in this struggle for interpretative authority,
however, hinges not on whose ideas come closest to a true representation of nature and its
ways but rather on who has the material means to enforce adherence to its particular
representation. Stephen Greenblatt points to Richard Ill’s “ruthless seizure ofthe throne”
in 1483 as an example of the enforcement of a particular fiction in English society.
Richard 111, Greenblatt says, cast his ascension “in the guise of an elaborate process of
offer, refusal, renewed offer, cind reluctant acceptance. The point,” moreover,“is not that
anyone is deceived by the charade, but that everyone is forced either to participate in it or
to watch it silently” (13). Similarly, the fact that a particular view of tlie natural relations
between man and man imd between man and nature may encounter no direct or
outspoken contradictions does not indicate that it is freely embraced and accepted but that
each man understands that it is within his best interest to “not be aknowen what[he]
knows”(Greenblatt 13). In King Lear we see the dire consequences that a ruler suffers
when he believes in the very charade that justifies his own power and so, trusting in its
natural efficacy, fails to enforce it: contrasting ideologies come to light and the deception
is destroyed. Notably, it is the ruler’s failure to enforce the charade that leads to social
discord rather than a failure of the society to engage with nature in the right way. In
other words, so long as there is a single dominant portrayal of nature that is effectively
enforced then the ruler will be able to perpetuate his claim that his way is the right way
because the society will be in a state of relative harmony. But in order to maintain this
fragile harmony the ruler “must engage in deceptions”(Greenblatt 14). When the ruler is
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not cognizant of the illusions he must impose but is himselfsubject to them, he nms the
risk that he will lose the power to enforce the charade on which he depends.
In King Lear, both Lear and Gloucester trust that the social order into which they
were bom is the “natural" state of their society. According to this worldview,the gods
and nature are almost one and it is the responsibility of nature herselfto realign human
society when it fails to confomi to the naturally prescribed way ofthings. Lear fails to
understand that to say that he is naturally and innately a king is merely one verbal
expression of the physical power he possesses, and that when he gives up his power this
particular version of“nature" loses hers as well. It is Lear and Gloucester’s blind faith in
nature that renders them incapable of reacting forcefully or effectively when their
positions arc challenged, and that makes them so susceptible to deception. On the other
end of the spectmm, Edmund, Goneril, and Regan have no difficulty seeing that it is only
Lear’s control of the land and the amiy that validate his view of nature; when Lear gives
up the physical means to enforce his position they understand that they are no longer
subject to his representation of nature. These three reject the notion that they should be
led by a man who no longer has the power to enforce his authority and therefore strive to
gain power themselves. Edgar and Kent constitute a sort of middle ground in this
ideological debate. Both men recognize that Lear’s representation ofnature is not
literally true. Rather than rejecting it on these grounds, however, Edgar and Kent use
their superior insight to adapt, survive, and find or create new roles within the system.
Ultimately, then, there is only one well-developed representation of nature in the play,
and that is Lear’s. What Shakespeare illuminates is how various groups employ or reject
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this representation and, based on their varied levels ofsuccess, what is at stake in
controlling and understanding this construction.
The dominant portrayal of man’s relationship to nature in/TmgTear serves Lear
in two ways. It first legitimates his position as monarch by assuming that the social
relations that brought him to the throne are right and natural. Presumably if one is of
noble blood then he is naturally more fit to rule, which may be seen in his countenance
and will be willingly acknowledged by those of lesser status. The assumption that those
of purer blood arc naturally more fit to rule finds expression in Gloucester s reticence to
introduce Edmund to Kent in the first act of tlie play (1.1.9-11) because Edmund is an
illegitimate son and therefore unfit to inherit. Edmund of course sees that there is no real
physical difference between himself and his legitimate brother Edgar, asserting, my
dimensions are as well compact, / my mind as generous, and my shape as true,/ as honest
madam’s issues”(1.2.7-9). William Carroll notes that
The play will suggest that "legitimacy’ might be a legal, not a biological category,
written, not natural. If one is ‘got ’tween the lawful sheets (4.6.116), the
adjective ‘lawful’ -- a social construct - counts for more than the verb; and the
‘lawful sheets’ might be a play on ‘legal documents’ as well. The ideas of
legitimacy and inheritance seem by turn incorporated in the natural body and
arbitrarily empowered by the social order.(186)
Lear utterly fails to understand either that class distinctions may in fact be arbitrary or
that it is only the power he wields as king that enforces the social order which
“empowers” his “arbitrary” claim to authority. This misunderstanding, however, is
permissible so long as Lear retains enough “power, whose quintessential sign is the
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ability to impose one's fictions upon the world”(Greenblatt 13). This is the second way
in which Lear's representation of nature ser\'es him; so long as Lear is king his subjects
will act according to the social order that upholds Lear’s authority, and this will lead to
stable and predictable social relations that will support the notion that Lear’s
representation of nature is the right and true one. As Carroll points out,“no matter who
holds the place of‘authority' ... he will be obeyed”(206). Merely by holding the place
of authority in this society Lear effectively, albeit unconsciously, enforces his
understanding of the natural world. Although Edmund does not believe that Edgar
naturally deserves to inherit their father’s estate, he must act as though he does believe
this while Lear holds power.
Because Lear’s authority effectively enforces his position, he is hailed as the last
great niler of an old order. When Lear falls the play becomes “the tragedy ofthat [old]
order”(McDonald 3), but the understanding of Lear’s loss ofpower as tragic assumes
that he was a great mler. Paul Delaney notes that although his “honourable simplicity
ensures his defeat,” Shakespeare’s representative ofthe old order is typically “noble,
open, and generous, but flawed by his devotion to formal ceremony and quixotic gesture”
(23). Interestingly, Lear’s flaw is essentially identical to that ofShakespeare’s Richard
II, who is widely viewed as a bad and weak king. Both men fail to muster or maintain
the physical power to enforce their ideologies, precisely because they do not recognize
these belief systems as ideologies but as natural truths. As Terry Eagleton is quick to
point out, “an ideology is never a simple reflection of a ruling class’s ideas” but is
“always a complex phenomenon”{Marxism 6-7)in which even the mling class may
become entangled. Richard II literally calls on the “dear earth” of his kingdom to “throw
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death upon thy sovereign’s enemies,” depending on spiders, toads, and lurking adders to
defend him (3.2.6-23). Lear assumes a similarly unrealistic control ofnature when he
calls his daughters “unnatural hags” and threatens,“I will do such things-/ That they
are, yet 1 know not; but they shall be / The terrors ofthe earth”(2.4.277-81). Both men
evidently depend on their understanding of nature for a sense even oftheir own identity.
When Richard begins to suspect that the spiders and toads may not spring to his defense
he becomes pale, then rallies his confidence and says “I had forgot myself; am I not
king?”(3.2.82). Lear, too, identifies himself by his inherent right to respect and
authority; when Goneril fails to show deference to him he wonders “Does any here know
me? This is not Lear ... Who is it that can tell me who I am?”(1.4.232-36).
L.ear’s assumption that the earth itself will defend him against injustice
dramatically illuminates his understanding of his relationship to nature. Both Lear and
Gloucester presume a close correlation between tlie workings of the natural world and the
proper functioning of the social order, but each responds differently when he perceives
“the apparent disjunction between the human things and the rest ofthe whole”
(McDonald 5). When Edmund presents Gloucester with the “unnatural, detested,
brutish”(1.2.81) intentions of his son Edgar, Gloucester immediately connects these
disruptions of the social structure with the “late eclipses in the sun and moon” which
“portend no good to us”(1.2.111-12). But when nature deals him more misfortune than
he understands, Gloucester submits himself to the will of the gods and assumes that he
has erred in some way and has spumed nature’s ordinance (4.1.70). Lear, in contrast,
assumes that nature will correct for the misfortune that has befallen him. In Lear’s mind
nature herself is responsible for bestowing a sort ofjustice on human affairs; further, he
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presumes that he absolutely understands what constitutes justice and unhesitatingly calls
on nature to rectify the wrongs that have been done him:“Hear, Nature, hear; dear
Goddess, hear: / Suspend thy purpose if thou didst intend /To make this creature fruitfuf
(1.4.282-84). Notably, Lear presumes that nature will rescind even her own gift of
fruitfulness and destroy bonds she has knit between father and daughter in order to return
the human order to its proper state; to prevent Goneril from producing more unnatural
monsters such as herself, nature should render her barren.
GoncriTs monstrosity in Lear’s eyes springs from her unwillingness to
acknowledge him as her father according to the authority he assumes that position should
command; it is based on this failure on her part that he calls on nature to rend the bonds
between them. His youngest daughter Cordelia, however, demonstrates a much keener
understanding than Lear himself possesses of the ties that bind them, and for this she is
cast out of his presence. When Lear calls upon his daughters to tell him how much they
love him Cordelia invokes the natural loyalty that she owes Lear, saying that she loves
him “according to [her] bond, no more nor less”(1.1.95). He questions her,“So young,
and so untender?” to which she responds,“So young, my lord, and tme”(1.1.108-09). In
rejecting Cordelia’s speech Lear demonstrates a critical misunderstanding ofthe system
of loyalty that brought him to power and that allows him to maintain the throne. He
addresses his second daughter as “dearest Regan, wife of Cornwall”(1.1.70), but expects
her to profess that all of her love belongs to him. Cordelia understands that when she
weds then her lord will carry “half[her] love with him, half[her] care and duty”
(1.1.104); the exchange of women is essential to forming alliances between families or
countries in a feudal society, and if all of Cordelia’s love and loyalty remained with Lear
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then her suitors could not trust her. Paul Delaney aptly points out that “GoneriPs rhetoric
... denies all order and limit in claiming love to [Lear]”(26), and Lear must maintain and
support the feudal social order if he is to keep his throne. In rejecting Cordelia’s speech
Lear is essentially denying the validity of the “traditional bonds- between parent and
child, master and serv^ant, lord and vassal — that knit together the elements offeudal
society”(Delaney 25). These are the bonds on which his society is based, and it is only
by properly executing his position within this intricate web of loyalty and duty that Lear
has been able to maintain the throne. In More’s Utopia More’s character asserts
confidently that it is “better to take a silent role than to say something wholly
inappropriate”(36), and Lear here is precisely engaging in a role that is not his to play by
commanding empty flattery. Kent sees immediately the danger in his king’s inconsistent
behavior and begs Lear to “reserve thy state,/ and in thy best consideration check / This
hideous rashness” (1.1.152-54). But because Lear does not realize that his court is but an
elaborate play, he is unaware that he must play his part in order to maintain his position.
The absolute measure of Lear’s disruption ofthe social play, however, is his
initial abdication of his throne. Greenblatt suggests that “at a play everyone may know
that the man playing sultan is, in fact, a cobbler, but if anyone is foolish enough to call
him by his own name while he standeth in his majesty, one of his tormentors might hap to
break his head”(13). In the opening act of this play Lear steps out of his role, embracing
that same brutish and unnatural notion of which Gloucester ragingly accuses Edgar, who
purportedly believes that “sons at perfect age,/ and fathers declined, the father should be
as ward / to the son, and the son manage his revenue”(1.2.77-79). Lear desires to “crawl
toward death” unburdened (1.1.43) and fails to grasp that if“nature” has given him the
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right to rule then it is not merely his right but his duty. Raymond Williams notes that one
use of the term “nature” is “the essential quality and character ofsomething”{Keywords
219), or, its identity, and Lear also mistakenly assumes that his “nature” is fixed. Even at
the end of the play when he has been denied all ofthe trappings and power of his
position, he assures Gloucester,“I am the king himself’(4.6.83-84), Ay,every inch a
king”(4.6.109). He is unable to see that the title of king is a role that has been given him,
and that he must act in accordance with traditional expectations of this title if he desires
to play this role. By relinquishing his authority and assuming a role that his very right

as

king denies him, he discredits the interpretation of nature that lends stability to his society
and invites the chaos that comprises the remainder of the play. Gloucester’s missing eyes
foreground his and Lear’s inability to see beyond their naive belief in their natural right
to their positions and the respect oftheir children; because they are so indoctrinated in
their belief system they fail to see that it is in fact a charade the playing out of which is
only enforced by the power that Lear has lately relinquished.
Standing to gain from Lear and Gloucester’s naivete are Edmund,Goneril, and
Regan, who reject the doctrine with which they were raised and try to forge entirely new
roles to play. Ultimately, however, they fare no better than their unfortunate forebears,
finding that although they have been able to take power they do not know how to wield it
effectively. In The Prince, with which Shakespeare was likely familiar, Niccolo
Machiavelli endorses a ruthless and manipulative spirit that is almost the exact antithesis
of Lear’s blind faith in nature’s laws. Machiavelli notes that many of the rulers he
admires have “exceptional prowess [which] allowed them to seize their opportunities, in
consequence their countries were ennobled and enjoyed great prosperity”(20). In Paul
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Delaney’s interpretation of the play, Edmund, Goneril, and Regan represent the stock
“cunning and ruthless devotee of Machiavellian realpolitiJ^' by whom the “aristocrat of
the old style” is overthrown (23). To a certain extent this is an accurate assessment, of
Edmund in particular. From his marginal role in the social hierarchy, Edmund sees his
own way to ‘eclipse’ the sol, the true son, reversing sides ofthe biological distinction
between them”(Carroll 187). He succeeds in casting both Edgar and his father into
marginal roles, usurping the space that they occupied in this society so that when
Edmund gains ‘no less than all’ (3.3.24) his brother and his father are left with no more
than nothing”(Carroll 188). In this sense Edmund’s enterprising spirit serves him well,
but he proves unable to successfully fill the role that he has claimed by cunning.
Goneril’s and Regan’s rise to power follows a similar course. Although they do not seize
power from Lear but are given it, they are quick to capitalize on their gains. Regan and
Goneril understand that “as long as he is surrounded by such a menacing bodyguard [the
hundred knights he held in reserve] Lear cannot be wntten off as a political force
(Delaney 26), and so they immediately set about depriving him of this retinue.
What Edmund, Goneril, and Regan fail to do is maintain the semblance of piety,
goodness, and compassion that Machiavelli recommends(57). They seize power with
ruthlessness and cunning but do not attempt to mask these characteristics in themselves.
Edmund in particular could gamer considerable sympathy for his marginalized status
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an illegitimate son; the question of how to deal with younger sons was pressing in
Shakespeare’s time. Furthermore, even when Edmund is introduced at the beginning of
the play as Gloucester’s illegitimate son Kent comments,“I cannot wish the fault undone,
the issue of it / being so proper”(1.1.17-18). Rather than emphasizing these sympathetic
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and honorable aspects of his person, however, Edmund is so eager to seize power that he
makes only a superficial effort to conceal his malicious plan to seize his fanuly’s power.
Although in pointing out his father as a traitor he declares loudly “0 heavens,that his /
treason were not! Or not I the detector!”(3.5.13-14), Cornwall readily grasps Edmund’s
aim, noting that “true or false, it hath made thee Earl of/ Gloucester”(3.5.18-19).
Goneril and Regan, with a similar disregard for consequence, are needlessly cruel to Lear
in their impatience to rid themselves ofhim. It is their failure to practice restraint in their
dealings with their father that draws Cordelia’s sympathy and an army from France, and
that ultimately leads to their ruin. Apart from neglecting their personal reputations
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good rulers, Edmund, Goneril, and Regan also fail to present a compelling or cohesive
belief system to the English people. In usurping power from their elders they effectively
reject the old social hierarchy with its arbitrary dispensation of“natural’ rights, but they
give no indication that they will be capable of setting up an adequate replacement. Lear s
belief system in its very breadth assumed a certain authority, whereas rule under Goneril,
Regan, or Edmund promises future strife. At stake for the English people is not whether
bastard children should inherit or whether Lear is innately endowed with qualities which
qualify him to rule, but the stability of English society. Edmund’s tactics, in fact, most
closely imitate the “natural” world, certainly more so than Lear’s insistence on a strict
social hierarchy. The evident result of a society adopting these attitudes, however, is
widespread chaos as man fights man and takes what he can in the struggle; Delaney notes
that this type of struggle anticipates “Hobbes’s concept of primitive culture as a war of all
against all”(23). That Edmund’s is the most natural way to live is all but irrelevant; no
society can exist with so little structure. Lear’s rule provided a convincing semblance of
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natural harmony along with tho physical force necessary to enforce a social structure in
which everyone knew and understood his place.
It is this social stability that Edgar and Kent fight to preserve, and it is the way in
which they simultaneously lay claim to the authority ofold social order and understand
its shortcomings that allows them to be so successful. Lear’s fool, seeing that Lear has
put all his faith in a single set of beliefs and has failed to understand the critical wisdom
that teaches that every reality is infinitely malleable, offers his master some advice.
Have more than thou showest.
Speak less than thou knowest,
Lend less than thou owest,
Ride more than thou goest,
Learn more than thou trowest,
Set less than thou throwest,
Leave thy drink and thy whore,
And keep in-a-door.
And thou shalt have more
Than two tens to a score (1.4.121-130).
Lear of course is utterly incapable of comprehending this advice. Not only does he fail to
understand that he has committed the very errors that the fool advises against, but he will
never understand the necessity of holding something in reserve. In one sense, this blind
faith, destructive as it shows itself to be, accounts for the nostalgia that inevitably
surrounds this play. It is not then precisely a right or good relationship with nature itself
that we are missing, but the faith to believe that such a relationship could exist. With
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Lear’s passing, a new type of ruler finds himselfin power. Edgar and Kent succeed
because they are not innocent; they have dearly bought the knowledge that it is, in fact,
essential to hold something in reserve. It is these kind, good men who become the ideal
deceivers and dissemblers of Machiavelli’s The Prince. In his little book of advice
Machiavelli counsels that one “must be a great liar and deceiver,” and that “one who
adapts his policy to the time prospers”(57, 80). Kent and Edgar have occasion to learn
both of these lessons. In the first act of the play Kent reacts strongly and decisively to
Lear’s irrational behavior, first counseling against it and then simply acknowledging,
“sith thus thou [Lear] wilt appear,/ Freedom lives hence, and banishment is here
(1.1.182-83). Kent clearly is not taken in by the illusion of a natural order, but does all he
can to enforce this order. His advice to Lear focuses on actions that would allow Lear to
maintain his authority and thereby enforce the social order, not because he believes Lear
is the best king but because he understands that the role given to Lear must be played in a
certain way to ensure social stability. While Edmund derides legitimacy ...

as a

principle that serves only to prop up a moribund status quo, (Delaney 26), Kent and
Edgar realize that it is precisely this status quo that a society needs in order to thrive. The
rationale behind the actions of each, however, bears closer scrutiny.
While imploring Lear to reconsider his harsh judgment of Cordelia, Kent tellingly
insists,“my life I never held but as a pawn / To wage against thine enemies; Nor fear to
lose it, / Thy safety being motive”(1.1.157-59). Kent’s verbal construction of himself as
a part of a game makes full use of“the power of words to work on the imagination”
(Viguers 343); this image calls to mind a variety of interpretations of Kent’s position
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and understanding of the social play. First his representation of his position as part of a

65

game correlates to the idea of a social play; the pieces around him fulfill certain given
roles. His willingness to lay down his own life for the sake of a more powerful player
also implies a “respect for the whole as being greater than the part”(Delaney 24). There
is, further, a Machiavellian awareness that at the same time that he is a mere “pawn,”
subject to fortune and the whims of his superiors, he also claims some control in the
assertion “my life I... held. I point this out to indicate that even in the opening scene
Kent demonstrates a sophisticated awareness ofthe limitations and possibilities of his
position within this social system, an understanding that he capitalizes on as he, like
Edgar, makes his way successfully to the end ofthe play. But despite his ability to

see

outside of the worldview in which his king is trapped, Kent finally decides to follow his
master to the grave. Rejecting Albany’s suggestion that he and Edgar should rule
together, Kent says merely,“I have a journey, sir, shortly to go;/ My master calls me,I
must not say no”(5.3.323-24). Kent understands that the values that he and his master
hold are malleable, but despite that he chooses to follow them as best he can rather than
engage fully with the Machiavellian model of a man who merely displays and does not
possess “all the good qualities” that Kent holds so dear (Machiavelli 57).
Edgar’s experiences more clearly shape him throughout the course of the play.
He begins as innocent as his father; his “nature is so far from doing harms / That he
suspects none”(1.3.193-94). Nature here I take to mean identity, as again its essential
quality or character” {Keywords 219). A truth that Edgar quickly embraces, however, is
that he may not possess any “essential” quality but can voluntarily cast off or assume
identities as easily as he lost the one he had always taken for granted; the “legitimate
Edgar”(1.2.16), heir of Gloucester, to whom we are introduced by the same man who
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wishes to “become Edgar ... dispossessing him [Edgar] as he himself[Edmund] was
dispossessed”(Carroll 186). Lear mistakenly assumes that his identity is fixed; when the
social relations that lent reality to this perception fail him he tears off his clothes, crying
“off, off, you lendings!”(3.4.111), and thereby attempts to get at the very essence of
man. He finds only a “poor, bare, forked animal”(3.4.110), not a man at all, but he
continues to search for his essential identity. Edgar, rather than stripping off his clothes
in search of an underlying and inherent essence, understands that the way in which he has
been stripped of his title denies him the identity on which he has depended. His name,
he discovers, “is clearly something separable fi’om his body: it can be lost, and found
again”(Carroll 201). This recognition grants him the freedom that Kent has already
assumed by serving Lear disguised as a new servant, Caius.
The literal roles and various identities that both ofthese men assume during the
course of the play emphasize their unique ability to grasp the subtleties of their situation
and fit themselves into the most appropriate role. Machiavelli notes the critical
importance of being able to change one’s “character according to the time and
circumstances”(80), and both Edgar and Kent are exemplary models ofthis dictate.
They are, in fact, the only characters in the play who execute it successfully. Edmund is
able only to usurp his brother’s and his father’s identities, whereas Kent and Edgar create
various new identities for themselves. Here again, Edgar more fully embraces the
Machiavellian standard. Kent understands the possibility and even the necessity of
forging a new identity for himself, but he uses his creation to fulfill essentially the same
role that he had served previously, that of servant to his master. In contrast Edgar’s first
assumed identity is paired with its social antithesis, the position of son and heir that he
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has lost, and the two together “mark the boundaries ofcultural possibility for Edgar’
(Carroll 186). Edgar has constructed a truly distinct identity for himself, and
acknowledges that “Edgar I nothing

am (2.3.21). But ifEdgar is “nothing” ofhim

former self, then he is truly nothing at all; William Carroll tells us that Poor Tom was a
stock character, “usually conceived of by the culture at large as a theatrical fiction,”(194)
and so a marginalized and generic identity indistinct from many other beggars and
madmen. This observation returns us to the necessity for social order, because in
adopting these flexible roles both Edgar and Kent find themselves at times lacking any
identifiable role at all. Edgar anonymously issues his challenge to Edmund,just as Kent
converses with the gentleman he sends to Cordelia without revealing his identity. Both of
these characters discover that without a central authority figure to enforce the moribund
status quo,” they and many other will be left with no space in society to fill and will slip
silently, like Lear, into becoming mere shadows of men.
Machiavelli suggests that maintaining the status quo is one of the most
compassionate things a ruler can do for his people. Edmund cannot see this, perhaps
because the marginalized role to which he was so long subjected was specifically
endorsed by Lear’s system of order. A unified order is nevertheless necessary, and
perhaps Edgar grasps this more easily because of his own inability to establish a stable
identity after Lear has abdicated the throne. Machiavelli counts maintaining order so
important, moreover, that he allows that
a prince must not worry if he incurs reproach for his cruelty so long as he keeps
his subjects united and loyal. By making an example or two he will prove more
compassionate than those who, being too compassionate, allow disorders which
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lead to murder and rapine. These nearly always harm the whole community(5354).
Edgar inarguably embodies this spirit. It is Edgar whose rule promises to umte his
subjects under one social order, but Edgar also shows, more so than Kent, an ability to be
cruel out of compassion. The episode in which Edgar tricks Gloucester on the cliffs of
Dover defines his character in many ways, and one ofthese is his willingness to be cruel
in order to be compassionate. He says of his father,“Why I do trifle thus with his despair
/ Is done to cure it” (4.6.33-34). An even more critical aspect ofthis scene, however, is
the way in which Edgar literally molds and shapes his father s reality. Edgar is able to
manipulate his father’s belief system by invoking devilish apparitions, Edmund,too,
fools Gloucester at the beginning of the play and both accomplish this so easily because
they understand the belief system to which Gloucester adheres but are not themselves
subject to it. What Edgar discovers that Edmund does not is the absolute authonty he can
wield in shaping reality. I cited Greenblatt’s example of Richard Ill’s seizure ofthe
throne at the beginning of this paper, and I suggest that it is in this scene that Edgar
begins to recognize the extent to which he can enforce any charade. Machiavelli says
that a ruler must “urgently arrange matters so that when they [the populace] no longer
believe they can be made to believe by force”(21). Edgar acts precisely in accordance
with this suggestion when, seeing his father destitute and determined to end his own life,
he resolves to compel his father by whatever means necessary to the belief that his life is
sacred, is, in fact “a miracle”(4.6.55).
Mark McDonald suggests that “Edgar ... may be the only one who, according to
the paradoxical teaching of the Fool, is not a fool”(76). This teaching counsels caution.
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mistrust, and suspicion, and that one should “appear to hold less than one actually holds
(78), much like Machiavelli’s advice. This Edgar does throughout the play; finally facing
his bastard brother in the last act, Edgar will reveal only that he is as “noble as the
adversary”(5.3.124) and does not claim to be more. Yet he also follows Machiavelli s
teaching that a prince “wins prestige for being a true firiend or a true enemy... for
revealing himself without any reservation”(72). Edgar appears to freely reveal his
beliefs and loyalties when he finally reveals his identity, knowing that everyone

sees

what you appear to be, few experience what you really are”(Machiavelli 58). In
declaring his identity he simultaneously declares “the gods are just (5.3.172), thus
seeming to be pious, and proceeds immediately to hail Albany as a worthy prince
(5.3.180), both establishing his loyalties and confirming the justice of the gods that have
supposedly preserved him. When Albany immediately questions how Edgar literally
survived, however, Edgar does not fully explain, thereby following Machiavelli s
injunction to keep those around him “in a state of suspense and wonder”(72).
The final four lines of the play are spoken by the new ruler of this realm, the Folio
attributes these lines to Edgar and the Quarto to Albany. I accept the Folio’s attribution.
If Albany took over at the end of King Lear we could assume that things would return,
sans a few major players, to the old order. Accepting Edgar as the new ruler, however,
promises profound changes for the future of the realm. Edgar will appear to live under
nature’s law as long as it is useful to him to enforce this illusion, but he will never
himself become a subject of this construction, as did Lear before him. Edgar is a prince
for a new age, but even though he has managed to survive thus far against all odds and
exhibits almost every quality that Machiavelli recommends, the audience is left with the
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impression that fortune’s wheel may turn again at any time. Edgar’s is a way ofcurming,
of guile, of slipping in between and around the rules in which people trust, but even this
Machiavellian man cannot escape fortune. In his epilogue to King Henry V, a story ofthe
success of a similar ruler, Shakespeare makes it clear that this success is transitory at its
best. Finall> aien, this play seems to be a comment on human nature as much as on
man’s relationship to the natural world. Any construction ofthe environment inevitably
reflects the ways in which people conceive of themselves; and the values that people
apply to their society and, by extension, to their natural world, are never fixed.
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